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Introduction
WHENEVER I AM ASKED, “Is there a game you’ll never
forget?” I am well armed with answers. Some are memorable
because they were especially challenging (yapping coaches,
tough calls, inclement weather). Others because of the
significance of the game (state or conference championship on
the line). Still others are hard to forget because of unusual or
humorous events that occurred during the game.
In the latter category, one hard-to-forget game was a high
school playoff game on an unusually warm October night in the
late 1990s. At that time, if an ineligible receiver caught, touched,
muffed or batted a legal forward pass beyond the line, he was
not only guilty of being an ineligible downfield, he was guilty of
offensive pass interference.
Late in the game, with the outcome decided, the coach of
the losing team decided to give some underclassmen a taste of
playoff football. One of his substitutions involved putting a lad
wearing number 63 in the tight end position.
I was the wing official on that team’s sideline. “Coach, you
realize number 63 is ineligible by number, right?” I asked.
“Yep,” he replied firmly.
On the next play, number 63 blocked momentarily, then
sprinted toward me. The quarterback spied the wide-open
teammate and heaved a pass in his direction. As soon as the ball

crossed the line, I dropped my flag for the ineligible downfield.
Number 63 made a nice grab and advanced about 10 yards
before being shoved out of bounds.
I reported the fouls to the referee. I also mentioned I had
counseled the coach on the limitations involved in having number
63 line up in an eligible’s position. Satisfied we had tried
preventive officiating and realizing we had no choice even if we
hadn’t, the referee dutifully signaled the fouls and enforced the
offensive interference penalty. Second and 25.
On the next snap, I was shocked to see number 63 wander
downfield again. And flabbergasted to see the quarterback throw
the ball to him. Again! Third and 40.
Once again, I asked the coach if he fully understood the
implications of having number 63 do a Jerry Rice impression. He
assured me he did.
But on third down, our ersatz tight end once again attempted
a catch beyond the line. Fourth and 55.
The thought that the coach was trying to make a mockery of
the game crossed my mind. But with just a few seconds
remaining, the team punted on fourth down. The opponent
executed a couple of kneeldowns and the game ended.
That game entered my mind more than once when working
on this book. It is one of few times in my career that a pass
interference call I made drew no protest from the offending
team. If only they could all be that easy.
Actually, I hope the information in this book makes it as
easy for you to recognize what is pass interference and what is
not as it was for me that night. Between these covers you will
find an examination of the interference rules — those currently

in force and a look at how we arrived at them. We talked to a
number of highly successful and influential officials to find out
how they make those home-run calls in their games. And we
break down the various scenarios with words and graphics to
help you in your study.
Thanks for checking us out and for wanting to improve your
game. I hope you find the book helpful, informative and
instructive.
And if in one of your games, you see good ol’ number 63
downfield, tell him I said hello. And that he’s still ineligible.
Jeffrey Stern
Referee senior editor

HISTORY
“WHEN YOU PASS THE BALL, three things can happen. And
two of them are bad.”
There is some dispute as to which illustrious college football
coach, whose disdain for the forward pass was legendary,
coined that phrase. Some say it was Ohio State’s Wayne
Woodrow “Woody” Hayes. Others ascribe it to Tennessee’s
Robert Neyland.
At any rate, if the speaker had been completely accurate,
he would have noted there are five things that can happen on a
forward pass, and three of them are bad. The coach in question
limited the possible outcomes to a completion, an incompletion
and an interception. He failed to consider defensive and
offensive pass interference — one positive outcome for the
offense and the other not so positive.
Hayes and Neyland, among other of their contemporaries,
were throwbacks to the earliest days of college football. If those
fellows had had their way, the forward pass would never have
been legalized. Due in large measure to football’s rugby roots,
only backward passes were allowed in the game’s infancy. But
rulemakers lifted the restriction on forward passes in time for the
1906 season.
One of the main reasons the forward pass was legalized
was that the game had become too physical, too brutal. In light of

several football-related deaths during the previous season,
President Teddy Roosevelt convened a meeting of college
leaders and threatened to pull the plug on the game entirely.
Fearing that, the collegians sold Roosevelt on the idea that the
option to pass would reduce the number of running plays.
Running plays featured sustained contact through a number of
elaborate formations and blocking schemes, which was deemed
to be the cause of most of the serious injuries.
Once the forward pass was legalized, it took awhile for the
strategy to take hold. The rulemakers took a “crawl before we
walk approach,” peppering the rules with restrictions that a cynic
might believe were inserted specifically to discourage rather
than encourage passing.
Remember that the field in those days had vertical as well as
horizontal lines, thus creating the “gridiron” look. Before 1910,
passers were required to move laterally at least five yards before
throwing the ball forward; the squares helped the referee decide
if the passer had met that qualification.
Other rules of the day:
• An incomplete pass on fourth down resulted in the
opponent gaining possession at the spot of the incompletion,
instead of at the previous spot. Quarterbacks often threw
intentionally incomplete passes heaved as far downfield as
possible. Those tosses were just as, if not more than, effective
than punts in determining field position.
• An incomplete pass that struck the ground untouched by
any player was a turnover.
• Receivers could go out of bounds to elude coverage, then
come back inbounds to catch a pass.

• There was no pass interference more than 20 yards
beyond the line.
• If a team A player touched a forward pass, no other team
A player could touch the ball until a team B player touched it
first. (If that sounds vaguely familiar, it’s because that was the
rule in dispute during the Immaculate Reception play in the
Steelers-Raiders NFL playoff game of 1972. The Oakland
Raiders claimed John “Frenchy” Fuqua touched the ball before it
deflected to teammate Franco Harris. The officials ruled
Oakland’s Jack Tatum touched the pass before Harris caught it,
thus legitimizing the touchdown and giving Pittsburgh the
victory.)

Unsuccessful Debut
If you believe Hollywood (and too many people do), the
forward pass was foist upon an unsuspecting public by Notre
Dame legend Knute Rockne. In the movie Knute Rockne: AllAmerican, Rockne allegedly introduced the forward pass not as
a coach, but as a player for the Fighting Irish in a 1913 game
against Army. The Irish trail the Cadets at halftime, but Rockne
and quarterback Gus Dorais convince Coach John Marks to
unleash the new weapon Dorais and Rockne had been perfecting
on the beach during the previous summer vacation.
Dorais takes the snap and fires a pass to Rockne, who takes
the ball to the end zone for a score.
In the stands, one flabbergasted fan says to another, “They
can’t do that!”
“They just did, for 45 yards,” his equally stunned buddy
replies. “It’ll revolutionize football.”

The forward pass did revolutionize the game, but the rest is
pure hokum.
In reality the first forward pass in a college game was
thrown seven years before that fictionalized aerial.
In his autobiography, Rockne gave credit to Saint Louis
University Coach Eddie Cochems for bringing the pass into
vogue. According to the Rock, Cochems “... enrolled a few boys
with hands like steam shovels who could toss a football just as
easily and almost as far as they could throw a baseball.”
Thus Sept. 5, 1906, is one of the key dates in football history.
It was on that day that Cochems decided to take advantage of the
new rule to revive a stagnant offense. Having practiced the new
strategy under the cloak of secrecy for several weeks in
preseason practices, Billikens quarterback Bradbury Robinson
heaved the ball in the direction of teammate Jack Schneider. In a
fairy tale, Schneider would have caught the ball in full stride,
raced past the bewildered and disbelieving secondary and scored
a touchdown to the full-throated roar of the Saint Louis faithful.
Alas, that is not how it happened. Robinson’s pass fell
incomplete.
The story does have a happy ending, however. Robinson’s
second pass was complete to Schneider, this time for a
touchdown. Saint Louis went on to defeat Carroll, 22-0.
What worked in college ball was soon adopted by the pros.
The first authenticated pass completion in a pro game came
on Oct. 27, 1906, when George “Peggy” Parratt of Massillon
threw a completion to Dan “Bullet” Riley in a victory over a
combined Benwood-Moundsville team, according to NFL annals.
The Massillon and Benwood-Moundsville franchises are

long gone. But the forward pass is still around.
Even though the pass gained more and more acceptance as
time went on, collegiate offenses seemingly still relied more
heavily on the run. Statistics from bygone days are difficult to
come by, but one can draw some assumptions from other
sources.
For instance, the Downtown Athletic Club of New York
began presenting the Heisman Trophy to college football’s top
performer in 1935. The first recipient was Jay Berwanger, a
running back from the University of Chicago. Seven of the first
11 Heismans went to running backs.
But just to show how the game has evolved, quarterbacks
have claimed 10 of the last 12 Heismans.
The Associated Press began presenting an award to the top
NFL player in 1957. While five of the first nine honors went to
running backs, nine of the last 11 have gone to quarterbacks.
Overall, the tally is 37 quarterbacks and 17 running backs (there
have been two ties).
Joe Namath was the first pro quarterback to throw for 4,000
yards in a season (he did it in a 14-game season in 1967). Since
then, the 4,000-yard barrier has been eclipsed 98 times (all in a
16-game season).
Conversely, O.J. Simpson was the first to rush for 2,000
yards in a season. He accomplished that feat in 14 games in
1973. In the 39 seasons since, only five running backs have
surpassed Simpson’s total, despite playing two more games.
That totally unscientific analysis may prove nothing at all.
Or it may help to prove that the ball is in the air more often these
days.

As this book progresses, you will see how this emphasis on
the pass is presenting challenges to officials. Knowledge, after
all, is power.

Interference Rules History
Few, if any, football rules have undergone as much
alteration as those involving pass interference.
As the forward pass came more into vogue in the early part
of the last century, the rules had to be altered in an attempt to
keep up with the new strategy.
Until the 1930s, high school and college games were played
under one code. The NFHS formed its own rules committee and
began publishing its own rulebook in 1932.
It didn’t take long for coaches to find a way to use the lack
of interference rules to their advantage once passing was
legalized. Rulemakers began to react in 1909, when rules were
instituted that prevented defenders from using their hands or
arms to push or pull receivers out of the way unless they were
attempting to catch the ball themselves. And receivers could
block and use their hands to free themselves from defensive
coverage as they moved downfield in their patterns. Additionally,
offensive linemen could block downfield without penalty. And
pass interference was only possible 20 yards or less from the line
of scrimmage. That rule was repealed in 1912.
The initial penalty for defensive interference was 10 yards
from the previous spot and a first down. Offensive interference
resulted in a loss of down only.
Walter Camp, one of the pioneers of the game, lobbied the
committee several times to modify interference rules. His pleas

at the 1916 meeting focused on the proliferation of interference
by defenders more than 15 yards beyond the previous spot.
Because of the previous spot enforcement, it was more
advantageous to the defense to foul rather than allow a
completion. But it was not until the next year that Camp finally
persuaded the committee to have the ball awarded to the offense
at the spot of the foul (which is the current NFL rule).
Offensive interference was addressed again in 1922, when
the penalty was increased to 15 yards from the previous spot
along with loss of down.
Until 1923, any offensive player could commit what
amounted to interference until the pass was thrown. A rule
change made it illegal for team A to interfere once the ball was
snapped and was aimed at eliminating the “pick” play that had
been perfected by Ray Morrison, the coach at Southern
Methodist.

NCAA Changes
In the early years of college football, eligible and ineligible
receivers were not only allowed to advance beyond the line of
scrimmage on pass plays, they could block and otherwise
interfere with opponents once the ball was passed. That rule
changed in 1928 so that interference was not allowed beyond the
neutral zone until the pass was touched.
The rule was amended again in 1936 to read, “If on a
forward pass that has crossed the line of scrimmage, ineligible
players who have crossed (the) line (of scrimmage) obstruct the
right of way or view of opponents or if they are in advance of
the spot where the pass becomes completed, incompleted or

intercepted, it is interference.”
An automatic first down was added to the penalty for
defensive interference in 1953.
It wasn’t until 1977 that the rules addressed passes that
didn’t cross the neutral zone. Starting that year, a pass had to
cross the neutral zone in order for interference to be called.
A longstanding penalty option was eliminated in 1982. To
that point, if team A committed pass interference in team B’s end
zone, team B had the option of a 15-yard penalty from the
previous spot, or taking the ball at its own 20 yardline as a
touchback.
In his book Anatomy of a Game, the late Dave Nelson,
longtime secretary-editor of the NCAA Football Rules
Committee, explained why the rule was instituted in the first
place. “The original forward-pass architects penalized
offensive-pass interference in the end zone with a touchback
because it was primarily an intentional foul committed to keep
the defensive player from making an interception for a
touchback,” Nelson wrote. “With help for the passing game and
less restrictive rules the order of the day, the touchback for
offensive pass interference was deleted. A touchback for
illegally touching a forward pass in the end zone was also
eliminated.”
The concept of an uncatchable pass was also introduced
into the college rules in 1982. The rules committee decided that
penalizing a defender on the side of the field opposite from
where the pass was thrown was overly harsh.
The concept was expanded so that contact that would
normally be considered interference would be ignored if the

receiver wouldn’t have caught the pass even if not for the
contact.
The original definition of a catchable pass was, “An
untouched legal forward pass which has crossed the neutral zone
and an eligible team A player has a reasonable opportunity to
catch the ball.” The current definition is largely unchanged: “An
untouched legal forward pass beyond the neutral zone to an
eligible player who has a reasonable opportunity to catch the
ball.”
In 1987, a “when in question” proviso was added; to wit,
when unsure as to whether or not the pass is catchable, a legal
forward pass was to be considered catchable.
Note that the initial rule addressed only passes intended for
team A players. That was amended in 2005 to include any
eligible receiver, including team B players.
The penalty for defensive interference — team A’s ball at
the spot of interference — was finally modified in 1984. And it is
the rule that is still in use today (see Chapter 2 for details).
Additionally, the penalty for interference by team A on a try
has changed over time. If team A scored a two-point conversion
but was flagged for pass interference, there was no replay of the
down. However, the 15-yard penalty was enforced on the next
kickoff. The carryover part of the rule was eliminated in 1988
and the loss of down aspect for offensive interference went
away in 1993.
The most recent change occurred in 2004. The committee
instituted a rule that prevents a “punter” throws a high pass that
simulates the flight of a kick, there will be no defensive pass
interference fouls called. The change does not legitimize

holding, an illegal block in the back or a personal foul by team B.

NFHS Changes
The NFHS began to take a hard look at its passing rules in
1940, when the rules were completely rewritten. Another in a
series of significant changes took place in 1941, when the rules
decreed that pass interference could be called only if the pass
crossed the line. Prior to that time, blocking downfield on screen
passes was considered interference.
One of the differences between the codes — one that still
exists today — was created in 1950 with the introduction of the
intentional interference penalty. (That rule is examined in
greater depth in the next chapter.)
For almost 20 years, starting in 1968, the rules stated that if
an ineligible blocked beyond the neutral zone on a pass play, he
was not only guilty of being illegally downfield, he was also
guilty of forwardpass interference. Both fouls carried a 15-yard
penalty and loss of down.
Starting in 1985, it was still offensive interference if an
ineligible blocked downfield on a pass. But simply being
downfield illegally resulted in a less harsh penalty: five yards
plus loss of down. Three years later, the loss of down element
was removed as well.
Two changes 11 years apart incrementally reduced the
penalty for fouls involving ineligible receivers. Starting in 1995,
if an ineligible receiver touched, caught, muffed or batted a
forward pass in or behind the neutral zone, the foul was to be
considered illegal touching instead of an illegal forward pass. But
until 2006, the same act beyond the neutral zone was to be ruled

offensive interference.
In 2000, the NFHS Football Rules Committee addressed
situations in which a team A player was blocking downfield but
the pass was touched by team B. The rule was amended to
indicate that pass interference to restrictions apply only when a
pass crosses the line of scrimmage and is untouched by the
defenders behind the line of scrimmage.
A step — albeit a baby step — in the direction of the
NCAA’s uncatchable pass rule was adopted in 2005. The
committee deemed that team B would not be called for pass
interference if the contact occurred away from the direction of
the pass. A different foul (holding, personal foul, etc.) could be
called, however. That same year, the NFHS made an editorial
change to clarify that face guarding was a foul. Previously, that
was an interpretation as opposed to being part of the rule itself.

THE RULES
ALTHOUGH THE VERBIAGE VARIES SLIGHTLY, the
NFHS and NCAA rulebooks agree on what constitutes pass
interference: It is contact beyond the neutral zone by a player
that prevents an opponent from moving toward, catching or
batting a legal forward pass.
Assuming a forward pass is legal and is untouched after it
leaves the passer’s hand, pass interference restrictions apply
only to eligible receivers. All team B players are eligible. Team
A players numbered 1-49 or 80-99 inclusive who at the snap are
on the ends of their scrimmage line or legally behind the line are
eligible receivers. At the snap, a maximum of six team A players
are eligible. Under NFHS rules, a player who is an eligible
receiver at the snap remains eligible throughout the down. In
NCAA play, an eligible who steps out of bounds not as the result
of contact by team B loses his eligibility and may not be the first
to touch a pass.
Under both codes, pass interference restrictions for team A
begin when the ball is snapped. That makes sense; the offense
knows what play is coming and should be held to a higher
standard. Interference restrictions for team B begin when the
ball leaves the passer’s hand.

Differences

Beyond those basic concepts, there are some more
significant differences in the rules. For instance:
• Contact. In NCAA, there must be contact in order for
interference to occur. Face guarding — waving the hands near
the face of an opponent to obscure his vision — is not a foul in
college play. It is, however, a foul in NFHS.
• Catchability. If the covering official in NCAA play
determines that a pass could not have been caught, pass
interference is ignored. That is not the rule in the NFHS, although
team B is not called for pass interference if the contact occurs
away from the direction of the pass.
• Restrictions end. Under NCAA rules, interference
restrictions for all players end when the pass is touched by any
player or an official. In NFHS, restrictions for all eligible team A
players end when the pass has been touched by any player; for
all ineligible team A players when team B touches the pass; and
for all team B players when the pass has been touched by any
player.
• Intentional interference. A rarely invoked rule in NFHS
involves situations in which the covering official determines that
the interference was intentional. In those cases, an additional 15yard penalty is enforced. The foul is deemed to be
unsportsmanlike conduct.
Both codes discourage unnecessary roughness at any time,
regardless of the type of play. However, the NCAA rulebook
includes a passage in its rules regarding pass interference that
emphasizes noninterference fouls on passes. While the wording
and enforcement are not identical to the NFHS rule, the concept
is by and large the same.

According to that rule, tackling or running into a receiver
when a forward pass obviously is underthrown or overthrown is
disregarding the ball and is considered a personal foul, not
interference. Flagrant offenders are disqualified.
• Fake punt. The high, deep pass designed to look like a
punt cannot result in a pass interference foul in NCAA play.
Teams were using that deceptive technique to induce a defensive
pass interference foul during an alleged punt play. The defender,
who was marking team A’s gunner, often assumed the ball in
flight was a kick, rather than a pass, and continued to block his
opponent’s path. If the pass was catchable and team B’s contact
occurred during its flight, defensive pass interference would be
called.
The rules committee made the change believing that the
defender was unduly disadvantaged by having to know the status
of the ball — pass or kick — and, at the same time, marking the
progress of team A’s player.
• Enforcement. Perhaps the biggest difference between the
codes involves the enforcement of penalty for pass interference
fouls.
NFHS
enforcement
procedure
is
comparatively
uncomplicated. Plays involving forward passes are considered
loose-ball plays. The basic spot for loose-ball plays is the basic
spot. Since interference can only occur beyond the line, any foul
for pass interference occurs beyond the basic spot. Hence, all
interference penalties are enforced from the previous spot.
Offensive interference carries a 15-yard penalty and a loss
of down. Defensive interference also results in a 15-yard
walkoff along with an automatic first down.

Under NCAA rules, offensive interference results in a 15yard penalty from the previous spot. There is no loss of down.
The penalty for defensive interference is a bit more
complicated. The official must ensure his flag indicates the spot
of the foul because it could prove crucial to proper enforcement.
If the interference occurs fewer than 15 yards beyond the
previous spot, team A is awarded a new series at the spot of the
foul. If the foul occurs 15 or more yards beyond the previous
spot, a 15-yard penalty is enforced from the previous spot and a
first down awarded.
Matters are complicated somewhat when the previous spot
is closer to team B’s goalline, however. Half-the-distance
enforcement doesn’t apply unless it is a try when the ball is
snapped from team B’s three yardline, or if the previous spot was
on or inside team B’s two yardline.
When the ball is snapped on or inside team B’s 17 yardline
but outside the two yardline, and the spot of the foul is on or
inside the two yardline, the ball is awarded to team A at team B’s
two yardline.
The following caseplays help illustrate the enforcement
procedures.
Play 1: Third and 10 on team A’s 20 yardline. B4 is flagged
for pass interference at team A’s (a) 25 yardline, (b) 30
yardline, or (c) 40 yardline. Each penalty is accepted.
Ruling 1: In each case under high school rules, it’s first and
10 from team A’s 35 yardline. Under NCAA rules, it’s first and
10 in all cases. In (a), the next snap will be from team A’s 25

yardline; in (b), from team A’s 30 yardline; in (c), from team A’s
35 yardline.
Play 2: Third and 12 on team B’s 18 yardline. B4 is flagged
for pass interference (a) at his 12 yardline, (b) at his eight
yardline, or (c) in his end zone. Each penalty is accepted.
Ruling 2: Under NFHS rules, it’s first and goal from team
B’s nine yardline. If the game is played under NCAA rules, in
(a), it’s first and 10 on team B’s 12 yardline; in (b), first and goal
from team B’s eight yardline; in (c) first and goal from team B’s
three yardline.
Play 3: Fourth and 10 on team B’s 12 yardline. B4 is flagged
for pass interference (a) at his seven yardline, (b) at his four
yardline, (c) at his one yardline, or (d) in his end zone. Each
penalty is accepted.
Ruling 3: In each case in NFHS rules, it’s first and goal
from team B’s six yardline. In each case under NCAA rules, it’s
first and goal. In (a), the next snap will be from team B’s seven
yardline; in (b), from team B’s four yardline; and in (c) and (d),
from team B’s two yardline.
Play 4: Third and goal on team B’s three yardline. B4 is
flagged for pass interference in his end zone and the penalty is
accepted.
Ruling 4: High school penalty enforcement yields first and
goal from team B’s 1-1/2 yardline. In NCAA, it’s first and goal

from team B’s two yardline.
Play 5: On a try from team B’s three yardline, B4 is flagged
for pass interference in his end zone and the penalty is accepted.
Ruling 5: Under both codes, the try is replayed from team
B’s 1-1/2 yardline.
Play 6: Third and goal on team B’s one yardline. B4 is
flagged for pass interference in his end zone and the penalty is
accepted.
Ruling 6: Regardless of code, it’s first and goal from team
B’s 1/2 yardline.

Not Pass Interference
Rulebook passages covering pass interference rules are
unique in that they spell out not only what is to be called but also
what is not to be called.
Beyond the uncatchable pass in NCAA and the contact
away from the pass in NFHS described earlier in this chapter, the
rules give us parameters regarding acts that are not illegal.
As noted in the NCAA rulebook, “If opponents who are
beyond the line collide while moving toward the pass, a foul by
one or both players is indicated only if intent to impede the
opponent is obvious.”
The concept is similar albeit the language more
straightforward in the NFHS rulebook. It is not interference if
“unavoidable contact occurs when two or more eligibles are

making a simultaneous, bona fide attempt to move toward, catch
or bat the pass.”
One of the most common instances of unavoidable contact is
called “entanglement.” That occurs when opposing players are
running close to each other, stride for stride and concentrating on
the ball. At some point their legs become entwined and one or
both players will go to the ground.
It looks ugly as all get-out, and invariably coaches and fans
will scream for a flag. But that is a garden variety case of
incidental contact.
Recognizing that offensive linemen will sometimes
overpower opponents, the rules make allowances for those
situations. As noted in the NCAA rules, “When, after the snap, a
team A ineligible player immediately charges and contacts an
opponent at a point not more than one yard beyond the neutral
zone and does not continue the contact more than three yards
beyond the neutral zone,” it is not interference. The NFHS rule is
basically the same. The difference is use of the term “expanded
neutral zone,” which is two yards as opposed to the three yards
allowed by the college rules.
NCAA rules go a step further by addressing potential
advantages by defensive players. It is not defensive interference
“when, after the snap, opposing players immediately charge and
establish contact with opponents at a point that is within one yard
beyond the neutral zone.”

More Examples
Here are some more caseplays to help your understanding
of pass interference rules.

Play 7: Third and 10 on team A’s 20 yardline. At team A’s
45 yardline, B1 waves his hands near the face of eligible A2.
When A2 adjusts his route in an attempt to catch the pass, he
bumps into B1. As a result, A2 drops a forward pass.
Ruling 7: That is pass interference under both codes. In (a),
under NFHS rules, B1 has committed two illegal acts — face
guarding and not making a bona fide attempt to play the ball. In
NCAA, the face guarding is not a problem, but the contact is.
Play 8: A1’s legal forward pass is thrown in the direction of
A2, who is running down the sideline in front of his team’s
bench. While the pass is in flight, B3 interferes with A4. The
contact occurs (a) in the middle of the field, or (b) on the
opposite sideline.
Ruling 8: That is a legal play in both codes for the same
basic reason although the nomenclature differs. In NFHS, the
rationale is that the pass is directed at another part of the field
away from the pass. Under NCAA rules, the pass was not
catchable by A4.
Play 9: Third and 10 on team A’s 20 yardline. Eligible
receiver A2 fires out and blocks defensive end B5 at team A’s
22 yardline. Quarterback A1 throws the ball forward from his 15
yardline to A3 at team A’s 21 yardline.
Ruling 9: In NFHS, that is a legal play. Eligible receivers
may block opposing linemen at the line on a play when a forward
pass crosses the neutral zone. In NCAA, however, that is

offensive pass interference. Only ineligible players may block
beyond the line in such a situation.
Play 10: Third and 10 on team A’s 20 yardline. Tackle A3
fires out and blocks defensive end B5 at team A’s 22 yardline.
Quarterback A1 throws the ball forward from his 15 yardline to
A3 at team A’s 21 yardline. Ruling 10: Legal play. Under NFHS
rules, A3’s block occurred within the expanded neutral zone. In
NCAA play, A3 is an ineligible and may legally block up to three
yards from the neutral zone.
Play 11: Third and 10 on team A’s 20 yardline. Center A4
fires out and blocks linebacker B5 at team A’s 22 yardline.
Quarterback A1 throws the ball forward from his 15 yardline to
A3 at team A’s 21 yardline.
Ruling 11: In NFHS, that is offensive pass interference;
only defensive linemen may be blocked in such a situation. It’s
legal in NCAA because A4 is an ineligible and the contact
occurred less than three yards from the line of scrimmage.
Play 12: Quarterback A1 drops back and throws a forward
pass toward the sideline to A2, who is behind the neutral zone.
A2 then throws a forward pass 15 yards downfield to A3. B1
pushes A3 prior to A3 touching the pass.
Ruling 12: The only foul is A2’s second forward pass, since
team A may only throw one forward pass per down. It is not
defensive pass interference on B1 because are no interference

restrictions on an illegal forward pass.
Play 13: First and 10 at team A’s 20 yardline. A1, an
ineligible receiver, is illegally downfield at team A’s 25 yardline
when A2 throws a legal forward pass intended for A1. As the
pass is in flight, B2 grasps A1’s arms, preventing him from
attempting to make a catch.
Ruling 13: The contact by B2 is not illegal because
defensive pass interference may occur only against eligible
receivers. The only foul is A1 being an ineligible illegally
downfield.
Play 14: Eligible receiver A1 blocks an opponent 10 yards
downfield while the pass is in flight. The pass is completed to A2
who is (a) beyond, or (b) behind the neutral zone.
Ruling 14: It is a foul for pass interference in (a). The block
in (b) is legal because the pass was behind the line.
Play 15: A legal forward pass beyond the neutral zone is
(a) muffed by eligible A1, (b) tipped by B2, or (c) deflects off
the umpire. The pass is still in flight and deflects toward A3. B4
tackles A3, preventing him from making the catch.
Ruling 15: There is no interference in either code in (a) and
(b). Interference restrictions on team B do not apply after the
pass has been touched by a player of either team. In (c), there is
no interference in NCAA play. Interference restrictions on all
players do not apply after the pass has been touched by an

official. That exception does not apply in NFHS rules, however.
Therefore, B4 would be guilty of interference in (c).
Play 16. Eligible A1 is running a sideline pattern beyond the
neutral zone and takes several steps out of bounds. When he
returns inbounds, a legal forward pass is thrown in his direction.
As A1 attempts to move toward the pass, he is grabbed by B2. A1
gets his hands on the pass but cannot make the catch.
Ruling 16: In NFHS, there are two fouls on the play. A1 is
guilty of illegal participation (the foul he committed when he
stepped out of bounds on his own) while B2 has committed pass
interference. Remember that A1 is an illegal participant but
remains an eligible receiver throughout the down. The fouls
offset and the down is replayed. In NCAA, the pass interference
is ignored. Because A1 lost his eligibility when he stepped out of
bounds and was first to touch the pass, he is guilty of illegal
touching. Note that if A1 hadn’t touched the ball, there would be
no foul by either player.

TIPS AND
TECHNIQUES
IT IS GENERALLY ACCEPTED in officiating circles that pass
interference is one of the more challenging judgment calls. It
gets more attention from coaches, players, fans and the media
because it usually occurs out in the open, as opposed to a foul
such as holding which almost universally occurs in the mosh pit at
the line of scrimmage. Also, there is the mistaken impression
among the uninformed that any contact between receiver and
defender is a foul.
There is no magic formula that will allow you to take some
of the difficulty out of interference calls. But the following
advice, gathered from a number of sources, may help you make
better decisions when it comes to interference.

Stick with your key, but be ready to adjust.
Keys are important because they give officials a road map.
Having keys ensures that players will be observed every play.
Even if you know and understand the key system, other
questions arise. For instance, how long should the official
continue to observe the covered receiver? Southeastern
Conference side judge Chris Conley says stick with the defender
as long as he’s threatening your key receiver.

“As long as I feel like there is a threat to that receiver and
there’s a potential pass play to my side, I’m definitely watching
them,” he says. “Then, of course, if it’s a play up the middle to
the other side where the receiver and the defensive back are
going across the middle, I still keep an eye on them because
those guys have a tendency to chicken fight and try to show the
other one up. I keep a pretty close eye on those guys for a little
bit longer.”
Conversely, officials who don’t adjust their gaze to a
different receiver who enters their coverage area risk missing
important action.
“You have to know your conference, you have to know
your teams,” says Big 12 side judge Gene Semko. “If I look over
and I see (a star receiver) on the other side of the field, I better
be careful if he comes across the field and into my coverage
zone. You’ve got to know who they’re likely to throw to.”

Don’t focus on the ball.
Another key to proper positioning on the field is to focus on
the players moving into the target zone for the pass. While it may
be tempting to watch a nice spiral, train yourself not to look at the
ball in flight.
Instead of watching the ball, watch the downfield action of
the players in the area where action will occur. By shifting your
visual concentration from the ball to the players, you will be able
to rule on any interference that occurs while the ball is in the air.
“Always work to get an angle looking between the players,
not looking through them and watch their hands and arms, not the
flight of the ball,” says Dornan.

“We live off the philosophy, ‘Man, zone, ball,’” Conley
says. “I look at the receiver or receivers on my side and
determine who’s over there. A lot of our teams have premier
receivers, so if I see (one of them) lined up on my side, I’m
immediately thinking this could be something beyond ordinary.
“Once the ball is snapped, I gauge what they’re doing,” he
adds. “If they’re cutting inside, I’m going to be following them
inside just to see if they’re blocking and making any illegal
blocks. At the same time I’ll glance to see if there’s anybody
coming out of the backfield my way and pretty much go to zone
pretty quick. Those reads are made quickly; we read and then go
to zone quickly.”
David Bray, a high school back judge from Phoenix,
reminds fellow officials that seeing the whole play means
observing player actions. “I officiate basketball as well,” he
says. “Refereeing the defense means knowing who is creating
the contact. A lot of times we see only part of the play and we’re
just guessing. That’s why you have to see the whole play.”

Develop a feel for the legality of contact.
When determining whether contact qualifies for an
interference call, some officials employ a test similar to the
block-charge distinction used by basketball officials. Did the
offensive player charge into the contact, or is it a case of
unavoidable contact that warrants a no-call? Still other officials
think in terms of advantage-disadvantage when deciding whether
contact should draw a flag.
“I guess it still is in the fact that the receivers and defensive
backs now are so athletic, and they are constantly putting their

hands on each other and maneuvering off of each other,” Conley
offers. “So it’s very difficult to establish who has an advantage
or if somebody took advantage. And so trying to weed out the
guilty party is probably the most strenuous call that we have,
because they’re going to be putting their hands on each other.
Did they gain an advantage? That’s the biggest challenge that we
have.”
Brad Van Vark, a Big 12 back judge who previously
worked as a side judge, agrees. “Early in my career, if you saw
a guy with an arm on a receiver before the ball got there, or you
saw a little jersey tug, you’d have a flag down. Now we are
being taught, did it really have a material effect? Did that jersey
pull really take a step away from the receiver? That arm on his
back — did he do anything with it, or was it just there?
“Those are things we’ve gotten a lot better at,” he
continued, “and it probably has led to fewer pass interference
calls.”

Avoid cheap calls.
Don’t make a cheap pass interference call when the contact
is inadvertent or incidental to fair play. Enforce a penalty only in
those cases in which the contact involves an obvious intent to
impede the opponent.
Former Big Ten deep official Hank Zaborniak relied on
advice he received early in his career from the late David Parry,
then-Big Ten and later CFO national coordinator for football
officiating. Parry told his staff he wanted “make it be there
fouls,” otherwise known as MIBTs.
“An MIBT foul is one that has a real effect on the play,”

Zaborniak explains. “It isn’t just a bump or two guys snuggling
with each other. It is action by one player or the other that
materially causes the other to be prohibited from normal, legal
movement. Sometimes it may appear that two players are
engaged in mortal combat as they run down the field. But when
neither is prohibited from playing the ball and neither is
prohibited from normal legal movement, there shouldn’t be a foul
on the play.”
Watts Key, a longtime side judge in the Atlantic Coast
Conference, uses a tried-and-true philosophy when deciding
what’s worth calling. “I always go with advantagedisadvantage,” Key says. “They plays ‘hands’ all the time; I’m
not real strict on that.
“But if someone is gaining an advantage and the ball is
thrown to him, I think that’s when you call it. I am more lenient
as far as incidental contact because they both have a right to the
ball. If they’re playing the ball — the defensive back is looking
back (toward the quarterback), he’s got just as much right to the
yardline space as the receiver’s got. As long as nobody is
restricting, I am going to let them play.”
Going into a game knowing there is going to be contact on
virtually every pass play gives you a leg up, says veteran high
school back judge Scott Ashbaugh, Placitas, N.M. Then it’s a
matter of weeding out what is legal and what isn’t.
“The game has gotten very physical over the years,”
Ashbaugh says. “The types of things I am looking for are
(contact by the defender) breaking the stride of the receiver. If
he’s running an in route and they come off their cut and there is
contact, but you don’t really see their stride break, it hasn’t

affected (the receiver’s) ability to get to the ball.”
You will often see a play in which a defender has one arm
across the receiver’s back while his other arm reaches across to
knock the pass away. Some officials (and most offensive
coaches) incorrectly think that should automatically draw a flag
for defensive pass interference. However, unless the defender
uses the arm across the receiver’s back to grasp, control, spin or
slow the receiver, let a good football play stand and keep the flag
in your pocket. The same philosophy should apply any time a
receiver and defender trip accidentally when their feet entangle.
“Slow down,” Semko declares. “What seems like a long
period of time really isn’t. Take your time, replay the play in
your mind. Make sure you can put in into a category.”

Determine catchability.
In addition to determining if interference has occurred,
collegiate officials also have to decide if the pass is catchable.
(Catchability is not a factor in NFHS play). A catchable pass,
according to the NCAA rulebook, is an untouched legal forward
pass to an eligible player who has a reasonable opportunity to
catch the ball.
“Whether a pass is catchable or not somewhat depends on
at what point during the pass the interference occurs,” says Van
Vark. “If the interference occurs shortly after a pass is thrown,
we pretty much assume that the quarterback is throwing to a spot
and the receiver would have gotten to that spot without the
interference. In other words, the pass is catchable even though it
may appear that the ball is very uncatchable.”
On the other hand, Van Vark notes, “If the interference

occurs about the same time that the ball is arriving, we need to
have a ball that is in the area of the receiver. Receivers today
can do some pretty amazing things, so if the ball is reasonably in
the vicinity, we give the receiver the benefit of the doubt that he
may have been able to catch it without the interference. If the
ball is nowhere in the vicinity in that situation, we deem it
uncatchable.”
Semko also takes into consideration that modern receivers
and defensive backs are physically gifted, thus making it difficult
for officials to determine what really is and is not possible.
“They are so talented that every pass is catchable if the ball
lands in the field of play,” Semko says. “For me the ball has to
land in the stands in row five for me to consider it otherwise. So
for me ruling (uncatchable) is a cop out and the last thing on my
plate and it better really jump out at me.”

Don’t give the receiver a free pass.
Perhaps it’s ingrained in us because of other sports: The
offense gets the benefit of the doubt. Ask any baseball or softball
umpire how many people believe “Tie goes to the runner” is the
law of the land.
Getting back to the gridiron, some officials have a tendency
to give receivers too much protection. Moreover, receivers are
sometimes more responsible for initiating contact than the
defenders.
Remember that the interference rules work both ways. Both
receivers and defenders have equal rights to the ball.
What are some of the more popular and common illegal
tactics used by receivers?

“One of the actions that the players are pretty clever with is
a form of a ‘swim,’” Dornan said. “Except now they’re grabbing
the elbow, jersey or the hip and pulling the defender through and
using that to propel them past the defense. You have to really
concentrate because it happens so quickly and looks so smooth it
is easy to miss.”

Be ready in the red zone.
It is only natural for everyone’s pulse rate to increase when
a team is threatening the opponent’s goalline. Certainly the
officials have to be the coolest customers in those situations, but
recognizing that teams have special strategies for that confined
area inside team B’s 20 yardline is crucial.
“One of the tougher calls side judges or field judges have to
make are those little fade patterns in the end zone,” Key says.
“Interference could be involved, or the sideline or whatever.
There are a lot of things going on.”
“We all know to be aware of pick plays,” Semko asserts.
“It’s going to happen pretty fast because it’s a planned play by
the offense. You’ve got trips on your side, you know what you’re
looking for. Once the play develops, if they don’t do it right
away, they’re not going to do it.”
Van Vark says, since the patterns will be shorter in the red
zone, it allows him to stay with his key a little longer. “We switch
keys less frequently in the red zone,” he says.
“It’s all about concentration,” says Cullin. “Blocking
everything else out. You’ve gotta just keep your head on a
swivel. You have to really anticipate where you’re going to look.
There’s so much going on in there. You have to have everything

in your peripheral vision. You stay on your key but you have to
look at everything.”
Bray says most of the offensive pass interference he is
seeing occurs in the end zone. “When the pass is underthrown,
and the receiver is coming back, trying to get the ball, he’s going
through the defender to get it,” Bray says.

Don’t be too close and get an angle.
Imagine trying to watch television with your face three
inches away from the screen. If you did that, you couldn’t see
the picture. The same holds true for observing a football play. If
you get too close to the players, you will not be in position to give
your eyes a full view as the action develops.
Some inexperienced or over-exuberant wing officials try to
keep pace with receivers running pass patterns. They gallop
down the sideline in a misguided effort to stay right on top of the
play.
“I want angle more than I want distance,” Semko says.
“Players are so fast. It is hard to maintain distance. If you can get
both, phenomenal, but the bottom line is, you have to vary your
position based on the formation and the situation.”
As veteran NFL back judge Kirk Dornan puts it, “You have
to anticipate the routes of the receivers in your area and adjust to
their patterns.”
The willy-nilly approach causes at least two problems on
potential pass interference calls. First, sprinting in that manner
causes your head to bounce up and down with each stride. Thus,
you will not get a steady, balanced look at the action. Second,
since the best opportunity to observe any contact will come from

a wide-angle vantage, your tight proximity to the players will not
yield a good view. By being too close, you will have taken
yourself out of position to box in the play with the other covering
officials.
Film study helps Atlantic Coast Conference (ACC) field
judge Mike Cullin check himself on every pass play. “On the
field, I know what I see,” he says. “When I look at the film, I am
looking at my position when I am making the call. Could I be
somewhere else to see something different? And then I
remember that for the next time I am in that situation. How can I
get into position to see what I need to see?”
It is easy for back judges to get straightlined because of
their position in the middle of the field and the fact that players
are coming at them instead of in front of them, as is the case with
wing officials.
“Lateral motion is really important,” Ashbaugh said. “A lot
of our younger back judges are so worried about getting beat
deep that they start backpedalling right away. In high school
there aren’t that many players who are going to get 20 yards on
you that fast. You have a little bit of time to move laterally. Get
that extra yard or two where you can see the off-hand (of the
defender). It makes a world of difference.”
The wings and back judge must work in tandem on pass
coverage so that, when appropriate, they can pause to share a
nod or glance (the mechanics should be discussed and decided
upon during the pregame conference) to confirm their ruling on
possible interference calls.
Remember this old maxim: An official can see much more
with his eyes than with his legs. The most advantageous view

often results from a simple turn of the head, not from a hasty
move alongside the players. If you slow down and stay wide, you
will be in a much better position to rule on pass interference (or
other fouls).

POINT OF EMPHASIS
IN HIS BOOK REASON IN COMMON SENSE, the Spanish
philosopher George Santayana wrote, “Those who cannot
remember the past, are condemned to repeat it.”
In a manner of speaking, the Points of Emphasis (POEs) that
appear in each football rulebook are intended to help those
involved in the game prevent the perpetuation of errors.
A look back at previous NFHS and NCAA rulebooks finds
that pass interference has often been a POE. A perusal of NFHS
rulebooks from 1963 to 2012 shows that interference — either
offensive, defensive or both — has been a POE five times. In
that same time span, it was an NCAA POE twice.
The game has changed immensely since 1963, but based on
the fact that interference has not been addressed more often than
it has, officials have taken the POEs to heart. Still, there is much
can be learned from those old passages.
The strongest wording appeared in the 1963 NFHS
rulebook. “For reasons which are not justifiable, there is more
inconsistency in the application of the ‘interference rules’ during
forward passes than perhaps any other phase of football
officiating,” the rulebook noted.
“There may be two reasons for this inconsistency, neither of
which can be accepted as an excuse. Some failure for the proper
application of the rule results from an inaccurate or incomplete

knowledge of the rules, or a lack of understanding of them. A
second reason for the inconsistency is that more judgment is
required in interpreting this part of the Football Code than is
required for some other aspects of the game.”
Apparently officials took the POE to heart and improved
markedly. Either that, or the NFHS decided the officials weren’t
the problem, because the next interference POE — in 1969 —
was aimed more at the coaches than the officials. The need for a
POE was based on the results of the annual NFHS questionnaire,
which indicated “there is more disagreement with decisions
resulting in contact during the forward pass rule than in any other
area of the code.” The POE ascribed the rancor to the fact
interference is a judgment call. “It is certain that whenever an
official makes a decision on a rule involving judgment, some
biased observers will disagree with him.”
That year, the POE took the coaches to task. “It must also be
acknowledged that not every coach thoroughly understand the
provisions and limitations included in the pass interference rule,”
the POE noted. “For example, there are many coaches who feel
that as long as the player is ‘playing the ball’ he cannot be guilty
of pass interference. this is a false assumption because playing
the ball and not the opponent is just one of the guidelines an
official follows in determining a player’s responsibility for pass
interference.”
That year’s POE included an example that has stood the test
of time: The receiver runs a buttonhook, is facing the passer and,
before the ball arrives, is contacted from behind by a defender
trying to catch or deflect the pass. “Should the defender play
through him,” the rulebook offers, “the defensive player is guilty

of pass interference regardless of his intention to ‘play the ball.’”

Enforcement Debate
The ’69 edition also raised an issue that has been debated on
several occasions: enforcement.
While the current-day NFHS Football Rules Committee has
focused on the loss-of-down portion of the penalty for offensive
interference, the talk decades ago revolved around adopting
what was then the NCAA rule of placing the ball at the spot of
the foul.
“Those who advocate that the penalty for defensive pass
interference should be the completion at the spot of the foul
undoubtedly are not familiar with all the facts,” the text noted. “It
appears their thinking is based on the following assumptions: (a)
the present penalty for defensive pass interference is not severe
enough; or (b) it is to the advantage of the defensive team to
deliberately interfere to prevent a possible completion; or (c)
there should a uniformity for uniformity’s sake in the various
penalty codes. While there is always merit in seeking a degree of
uniformity, differences are justified because of a variance in
safety considerations, purpose of play and ability levels (among
both players and officials).”
To support its contention, the NFHS quoted statistics that the
average gain per completed pass (including the run following the
catch) was less than 13 yards. “Therefore,” the NFHS
concluded, “in the greater number of cases the penalty of 15
yards plus an automatic first down is more severe than awarding
the ball at the spot of the foul, especially when the fact that less
than one-half of all forward passes are actually completed is

given consideration.”
The 1973 POE was largely a review and reminder of the
rules. However, part of the passage dealt with is not
interference. “When opponents beyond the line collide in legal
effort to reach the ball,” the POE read, “it is interference only
when there is intent to impeded. incidental contact or contact
occurring when opponents in equally advantageous positions are
making a bona fide effort to catch the pass does not constitute
interference. Each player has territorial rights and he is entitled
to his spot on the field. … Some contact with an opponent is
permitted if there is no intent to impede while moving toward the
pass.”
Interference was once again the focus of a POE just three
years later, when the NFHS termed it “the basis of more criticism
of officials than any other rule in the book” and “one of the least
understood rules.”
Once again the debate regarding enforcement was raised.
A rule change that would have resulted in awarding the ball to
the offense at team B’s one yardline if the foul were in the end
zone was being bandied about. “If such a change were adopted
… it would be tantamount to awarding a touchdown,” the NFHS
asserted. To counter the argument, the NFHS added, “If such a
rule were adopted, it would be just as logical to award the ball to
the defense at the spot of offensive interference.”
Leaving the interference rules unchanged made sense in the
eyes of the NFHS because “For the most part, fouls for pass
interference at the high school level are accidental and cause by
players being out of position or by their awkwardness. While
there are many outstanding athletes in secondary schools, there

are probably more throwers than passers and there are very few
completed passes for more than 15 yards.”
The first time interference appeared as a POE in the NCAA
rulebook was 1983. Specifically, the focus was on offensive
interference. Spotlighting interference rules was important, the
NCAA noted, because the previous year, “passing yardage …
exceeded rushing yardage for the first time in the history of
college football.”
Apparently teams were gaining at least some of that
yardage with the help of some questionable tactics. Hence, the
NCAA reminded officials, “The key to consistent enforcement
places the responsibility of avoiding contact on the offensive
player. It is unethical for coaches to teach this tactic, an d
officials must penalize offensive players who do not avoid
making contact with an opponent.”
Coaches apparently didn’t pick up on the admonition,
because the next year the POE was repeated practically
verbatim.
The most recent rulebook featuring interference as a POE
was the 2003 NFHS edition. As with the previous NCAA POEs,
the issue was offensive interference.
“The consensus of the NFHS Football Rules Committee is
that offensive pass interference is not being called as much as it
should be called and that eligible pass receivers may be as guilty
as their defensive counterparts,” the passage noted.
Once again, statistics were used to support the notion that
interference needed more attention. “The only statistics that are
accessible are those of the NCAA,” the NFHS admitted. “Recent
NCAA statistics for all three divisions indicate that defensive

pass interference calls outnumber offensive pass interference
calls approximately 5 to 1. One could speculate that these
numbers probably compare with interscholastic competition.”
That POE included a review of the rules and wrapped up
thusly: “Coaches and officials must remember defensive players
have as much right to the path of the ball as do eligible offensive
players. Receivers as well as defenders must be playing the ball
and not the player. Officials must maintain their focus throughout
the entire play, maintain a good cushion from the play and be in
good position to make the call. Lastly, the role of the committee is
to maintain the balance between offense and defense. if officials
incorrectly apply or misunderstand the playing rules, then the
balance between the offense and defense is compromised.”
In the almost 40 years since interference first appeared as a
POE, officials and coaches were taken to task, and interference
by both teams was addressed.
So, does that prove the more things change, the more things
stay the same? Perhaps, perhaps not. But one does get a sense
that history does repeat itself. And that turning a blind eye to
interference will not make it go away.

DEFENSIVE PASS
INTERFERENCE
IN AN EFFORT TO AID OFFICIALS in determining what is
defensive pass interference and what is not, a list of seven acts
has been developed. An official who can mentally place suspect
contact into one of the following categories improves his chances
of being correct.

Playing through the back/early contact
A defender cannot come over a receiver’s back to try to
play a pass. Be careful not to penalize a defender who actually
gets around the side of the receiver to bat down or perhaps even
intercept a pass. From the wrong vantage point, it can look like
early contact from behind and the official can improperly
penalize a good defensive play. Also, don’t throw the flag when
the contact by the defender and the touching of the pass by the
receiver occur so closely together in terms of timing that one
needs a slow motion replay to see which really occurred first.
When a safety hits the receiver even a split second before
the ball arrives, the contact is illegal. Make sure, though, that you
actually see the interference; don’t let crowd reaction help you
to call it.

Not playing the ball
The rules give defenders and receivers equal rights to try to
catch a pass, but for a defender to exercise that right, it follows
that he must be looking at the ball. If, while a pass is in the air,
the defender is looking at the receiver and contact materially
impedes the receiver in his attempt to catch the pass,
interference should be called. Officials need to be alert to the
tricky defender who plays the receiver, contacts him and then,
just after the contact, spins his head around to try to find the ball
and avoid an interference call.

Grabbing the arm
Interference should be called when a defender grabs and
pins one of the receiver’s arms as he begins to reach up to catch
the ball, thus allowing him to get only one arm up to make the
catch. That can be very difficult for officials to see. Often, an
official substantially farther away from the action has the best
look and can make the call.

Cutoff
A defender who is not playing the ball cannot veer into a
receiver’s path and make contact. That particularly occurs on
sideline routes when the defender and receiver are running in
close proximity and the defender uses his body to force the
receiver out of his route. It can be a subtle move but remember
that it doesn’t take much to disrupt a receiver’s route and prevent
him from getting where he is trying to get to catch a pass.
Examples of interference by cutoff:

A defender moves in front of a receiver who is trying to
make a play on the ball and intentionally slows down or screens
the receiver from moving to the ball.
A receiver and defender are running shoulder to shoulder
and side by side. The receiver is nearest to the sideline. When a
pass intended for the receiver is thrown, the receiver breaks to
the inside. The defender does not move, makes no attempt to go
for the pass and the receiver collides with the defender.

Arm bar
A defender cannot put his forearm across an offensive
player’s chest or arm(s) while the two are running side by side
and use it as leverage to restrict him from getting to the ball or
raising his arms. That applies whether the defender is playing the
receiver or the ball. As in the other instances, there must be a
material restriction or impeding of the receiver — something
other than minor, inadvertent contact.

Hook and turn
A defender cannot grab a receiver around the torso and use
his arm as a hook to spin the receiver around before the pass
arrives, thus preventing him from catching the pass. In calling the
foul, officials must ensure that there is a material restriction;
simply placing an arm on the receiver is not enough for a flag. A
defender, for example, might drape his arm on a receiver’s waist
and reach around the receiver with his other arm to bat down a
pass, and there is no foul because the receiver has not been
materially impeded in his attempt to catch the pass. Remember

that in order for interference to occur, the contact must
materially affect the play. Officials must also be careful not to
throw a flag if the hook and turn occurs after the ball touches or
passes the receiver.

Regarding the PlayPics
As a further aid, each type of defensive interference is
depicted in the following pages. The acts are shown from a
perspective to best illustrate the illegal act. In each PlayPic, the
defense is wearing gray jerseys.

Playing Through the Man

Early contact often occurs when the offensive player has
inside position. The defender will either try to time the
contact so it occurs as or just after the ball arrives at the
receiver’s hands, thus jarring the receiver and causing him to
miss the pass, or will try to outleap the receiver, reach over
his shoulder and knock the ball down.

Early Contact

A defender who is clearly beaten will sometimes resort to
desperate measures and tackle the receiver before the ball
arrives. Under NFHS rules, such a tactic can be considered

intentional interference, which carries an additional 15-yard
penalty.

Not Playing the Ball

One of the easier interference calls involves the defender
focusing his attention on the receiver rather than the ball.
Since he cannot see the ball, the contact inevitably occurs
before the ball arrives. If every interference call were this
easy, this book would not be necessary.

Arm Grab

An arm restriction sometimes occurs when the receiver is in
his pattern and the defender reaches out to slow him down.
Other times it also qualifies as early contact. The PlayPic
illustrates both. The defender has hooked his arm through the
receiver’s arm, preventing the receiver from lifting both
arms to attempt the catch. That has knocked the receiver off
stride. The early contact is more obvious, but the covering
official can report both acts.

Arm Grab

The receiver has beaten the defender. In an act of
desperation, the defender resorts to grabbing the receiver’s
arm in an effort to slow him up and prevent the catch.

Arm Grab

By grabbing the receiver’s arm, the defender in the PlayPic
has met several criteria for pass interference. In addition to
grabbing the arm, the defender has made early contact and is
not playing the ball. If he follows the arm grab with a tug, he
could be considered to be guilty of a hook and turn as well.

Cut Off

The players in the PlayPic are in close proximity. The
defender causes contact by preventing the receiver from
adjusting his route to attempt a catch.

Cut Off

When a receiver is looking back for the ball, the defender may
cut in front of the receiver in an attempt to catch or bat the
pass. Although defenders and their coaches will argue (with
some justification) that the defender is playing the ball, he has
cut off the receiver’s route and caused contact. The foul is on
the defense in that case.

Arm Bar/Early Contact

The defender has his arm so it is across the receiver’s chest
with the arm pinned underneath. Any time an official sees a
receiver having to attempt a one-handed catch, it should sound
as a warning bell in the official’s mind. Although receivers are
gifted athletes fully capable of making circus catches, they
prefer to attempt those grabs using both hands.

Hook and Turn

The typical hook and turn occurs with the defender behind the
receiver. In the PlayPic, the defender hooks the receiver
around the waist and turns him away from the ball. That
disrupts the receiver’s pattern and restricts his ability to go
after the pass.

Hook and Turn

A hook and turn may also occur from the side. The defender
will grab the receiver’s shoulder or waist and twist the
receiver toward himself.

Playing Through the Man

Even if there is space between the defender and receiver, the
defender cannot grab the receiver’s arms or hands to prevent
an attempted catch. Note that if the receiver is first to touch
the ball, such contact is legal.

Early Contact/Not Playing the Ball

The defender is guilty of a specific type of early contact, a
jersey grab. Defenders in the situation depicted may also use
the receiver’s jersey as a handle to execute a hook and turn.

Not Playing the Ball

Faceguarding is only illegal in NFHS play. However, even in
NCAA ball, the defender may not focus attention on the
receiver and ignore the ball.

Jersey Grab

An example of why angle and focus are so important. If the
covering official is straightlined, too close or intent on
watching the ball, the jersey grab may go undetected.

OFFENSIVE PASS
INTERFERENCE
OFFENSIVE INTERFERENCE has also been put into
categories for easier recognition:
Blocking downfield prior to touching of the pass.
Push off creating separation.
Driving through the defender who has established his
position.

Blocking Downfield
If you’ve officiated football for any length of time, you’ve
likely heard a coach complain that the opponent is using illegal
picks. That is the technique of using one receiver to make
contact, “screening off” a defensive player, so another receiver
is free to catch a pass. That sort of blocking downfield is
offensive pass interference under both codes. Pick plays involve
blocking downfield.
A classic example:
Play 1: A1 is a wide receiver on the end of his line and A2
is a back. Both go downfield at the snap. Before the pass is
thrown, A1 contacts B3 five yards beyond the neutral zone. The
pass is thrown to A2, who has moved in front and to the outside

of the spot where A1 had contacted B3.
Ruling 1: That is offensive pass interference against A1.
Some receivers use the umpire as a screen. That is not
illegal. The umpire often finds himself in harm’s way because
it’s not uncommon to see a defender “play through” the umpire
in an attempt to foil the strategy. The resulting collisions can be
dangerous and are one of the reasons the NFL moved the umpire
to the offensive backfield.
A great misconception in amateur football is that there is a
“no-chuck zone” as there is in the NFL. No such rule exists in
NFHS or NCAA. Instead, the rules allow team B players to
contact team A eligibles before the pass is thrown if the receiver
is in front of the defender. Once the receiver is on the same
yardline with or past the defender, a team B player may be
called for a foul if he impedes the team A receiver on a play that
results in a legal forward pass.
Play 2: Eligible A1 runs his pattern toward B2 and positions
himself directly in front of him. Before the pass is thrown, B2
pushes A1. As the legal forward pass is in flight, A1 uses his
hands to contact B2.
Ruling 2: A1 is guilty of offensive pass interference.
Play 3: A1 and B2 are beyond the neutral zone, attempting
to catch a legal forward pass intended for A1. A3, who is on the
opposite side of the field, blocks B4 downfield. Ruling 3: A3 is
guilty of offensive pass interference. Note it would be a foul

under both codes whether it occurred before or after the legal
forward pass crossed the line and, in NCAA, even if the pass to
A1 was uncatchable.
It is possible for an ineligible to block downfield legally on a
pass play. There are restrictions, however.
According to NFHS rules, an ineligible team A player may
not advance beyond the expanded neutral zone on a legal
forward pass play before a legal forward pass that crosses the
neutral zone is in flight. If team B touches the pass in or behind
the neutral zone, the restriction is terminated. An ineligible is not
illegally downfield if, at the snap, he immediately contacts a team
B lineman and the contact does not continue beyond the
expanded neutral zone.
Remember that in NFHS the neutral zone may be expanded
two yards beyond the line of scrimmage between the goallines;
the neutral zone may not expand into team B’s end zone. Note
also that the NFHS rule specifies that the team A player must
block a team B lineman in order to enjoy the exception. A team B
player is considered to be a lineman when he is within a yard of
the line at the snap.
In NCAA rules, an ineligible player who immediately
charges and contacts an opponent at a point not more than one
yard beyond the neutral zone and does not continue the contact
more than three yards beyond the neutral zone is not considered
to be downfield.
Play 4: Guard A1 is an ineligible receiver. He makes initial
contact with B2 within one yard of the neutral zone, continues

the block so he drives B2 more than three yards beyond the
neutral zone, then breaks off the block and retreats to his side of
the neutral zone. A3 throws a legal forward pass that crosses the
neutral zone.
Ruling 4: A1 is guilty of two fouls: ineligible downfield and
offensive pass interference. The fact A1 was on his side of the
neutral zone when the pass was thrown does not mitigate the fact
A1 was too far downfield during a legal forward pass play. That
part of the ruling would be the same even if A1 went too far
downfield and found no one to block before retreating behind the
line.

Push Off
The push off is not always easy to detect. It can be subtle —
a hand or forearm in the body of the defender. If the push is not
sufficient to cause separation, the covering official should take a
pass on it. But it’s good preventive officiating to tell the receiver
after the play that his actions are being observed and subsequent
similar actions could be flagged.
Play 5: Before a legal forward pass beyond the neutral
zone is thrown, eligible A1 runs a slant pattern over the middle.
Linebacker B2 attempts to block A1, but A1 uses his hands or
arm to shove B2 away.
Ruling 5: A1 is guilty of a push off resulting in offensive
pass interference.
Back judges in particular should keep an eye out for

situations in which the defender has inside position on a high pass
that requires both players to jump. The receiver may push the
defender to get him off balance, disrupt his leap or free himself
to make the catch. That often but not always occurs in the end
zone.

Driving Through the Defender
When a receiver is physically bigger than a defender, the
receiver may try to use that advantage to get open for a pass. If a
defender has a superior position, watch for the receiver to
attempt to bull his way past the defender. Again, remember that
defensive players are entitled to their position on the field, that it
is incumbent on the offensive player to avoid contact and that the
defender may contact a receiver (assuming it’s not holding, a
personal foul or other illegal block) until a pass that crosses the
line of scrimmage is in flight.

Regarding the PlayPics
As a further aid, each type of defensive interference is
depicted in the following pages. The acts are shown from a
perspective to best illustrate the illegal act. In each PlayPic, the
defense is wearing gray jerseys.

Pushoff

The pushoff with the forearm has cleared space for the
receiver and knocked the defender off balance.

Early Contact

The rule regarding early contact and playing through the
receiver is the same for offense and defense. In the PlayPic,
the receiver attempts to break up the underthrown pass by
illegally contacting the defender.

Driving Through the Defender

Before the pass is thrown, a receiver is considered a blocker
and the defender may contact the receiver until they are on
the same yardline or the receiver is past. Receivers will
sometimes try to bull their way past the defenders. That can
be construed as interference.

Illegal Blocking

Receivers may not block defenders beyond the expanded
neutral zone (NFHS) or more than three yards beyond the
line of scrimmage (NCAA) on a down when a legal forward
pass crosses the line. This is a foul.

Illegal Blocking

Because the contact by the team A ineligible occurred more
than three yards beyond the line of scrimmage, it is offensive
pass interference.

NO INTERFERENCE
IN ADDITION TO LISTING THE ACTS that constitute pass
interference, the rulebooks spell out situations that do not qualify
as interference. Understanding those scenarios is as important as
a firm understanding of those in which interference applies.

Incidental Contact
Perhaps the most common example of non-interference
involves incidental contact. The rulebooks indicate that if
opposing players make contact while in the process of making a
bona fide effort to catch a pass, it is not interference. Remember
that both players have equal rights to move toward, catch or bat a
pass. As long as neither commits any act that hinders those
efforts, contact that does not qualify as a personal foul, holding
or other illegal block is essentially ignored.

Uncatchable Pass
Only in NCAA play is the “catchability” of a pass a factor
in determining interference. Consider the following example.

The pass was thrown away from the area where the

interference occurred. Therefore, there is no foul
Play 1: A1 and B2 are attempting to catch a forward pass
thrown toward A1’s position, which is beyond the neutral zone.
The pass is high and ruled uncatchable. As the ball passes
overhead, A1 pushes B1 in the chest.
Ruling 1: In NFHS, the fact the pass was not catchable is
not a consideration. A1 is guilty of offensive pass interference.
In NCAA, there is no foul.
NFHS does excuse what would normally be defensive pass
interference if the otherwise illegal contact occurs away from
where the ball is passed.
Play 2: A1 runs straight up the field and, after the ball has
left the passer’s hand, B2 contacts A1 and throws him off his
pattern. The pass is completed to A3, who was clearly on the
opposite side of the field. Ruling 2: There is no pass interference
call on B2.
Play 3: As A1 is running a pattern downfield, he is
contacted by B2. The contact knocks B2 off his intended path.
The pass has already crossed the neutral zone and the pass is
clearly away from the intended receiver.
Ruling 3: There is no foul for pass interference.

Entanglement
Entanglement occurs when a receiver accidentally trips a
defender (or vice versa) during a pass play. The key word in that
sentence, of course, is “accidentally.”
Doubtless coaches, fans and players will scream for a flag.
But ignore the hoots and howls; entanglement should not be
called pass interference.

Deflected/Touched Pass
Depending on who deflects or touches a pass, interference
restrictions may end.
Play 4: A legal forward pass beyond the neutral zone is (a)
tipped or muffed by an eligible receiver of either team, or (b)
glances off an official.
Ruling 4: In (a), interference restrictions end for all team A
eligibles and all team B players after the pass has been touched
by a player of either team. In NFHS only, restrictions do not end
for ineligibles until the pass is touched by a team B player. In (b),
in NCAA, interference restrictions end for all players after the
pass touches an official. However, in NFHS, interference
restrictions for both teams remain in force if the ball touches an
official.

Legal Blocking
Team A ineligibles are restricted in how far downfield they
may move and block before a legal forward pass that crosses the

neutral zone is thrown. But they are not completely inhibited.
Play 5: Immediately at the snap and before A1 throws a
pass beyond the neutral zone, A2 contacts lineman B3 on his line
and drives him back two yards.
Ruling 5: It is not offensive pass interference by A2
because he did not drive B1 beyond the expanded neutral zone
(NFHS) or more than three yards beyond the line (NCAA).
Play 6: A1 throws a forward pass beyond the neutral zone
which is touched by eligible A2 and is muffed high into the air.
While the muffed ball is in the air, ineligible A3 blocks B1 away
from the ball.
Ruling 6: Legal action. After A2 touches the ball, eligible
offensive team players may use hands or arms. Pass interference
restrictions for eligibles (NFHS) or all players (NCAA) have
ended. Ineligibles may block an opponent to keep him from
getting to the ball or to help a teammate secure possession.

Behind the Line
Pass interference restrictions apply only when the legal
forward pass crosses the neutral zone. Contact that would be
considered pass interference in other situations is legal if the pass
is behind the line.
Play 7: First and 10 for team A from its own 30 yardline. A1

drops back and throws a legal forward pass intended for A2,
who is at team A’s 27 yardline. Before the pass reaches A2, B3
blocks A2 above the waist and from the front. The pass falls
incomplete.
Ruling 7: The contact by B1 is not pass interference
because the pass is behind the line. Note that if B3 tackled,
grabbed or otherwise restricted A2, he would be guilty of
defensive holding.
Play 8: First and 10 for team A from its own 30 yardline. A1
drops back and throws a legal forward pass to A2, who is at team
A’s 27 yardline. Before the pass is thrown, ineligible receivers
A3, A4 and A5 are blocking B6, B7 and B8 downfield beyond
the neutral zone.
Ruling 8: The contact by the team A ineligibles is legal. It is
neither pass interference nor ineligible downfield because the
pass is behind the line.

Legal Position
Players of both teams are entitled to their places on the field.
Their mere presence isn’t grounds for interference in and of
itself. An example:
Play 9: B1 is positioned in the path of eligible receiver A2.
There is no contact, but B1’s position causes A2 to slow down to
avoid contact.
Ruling 9: No interference.

Regarding the PlayPics
As a further aid, each type of defensive interference is
depicted in the following pages. The acts are shown from a
perspective to best illustrate the illegal act. In each PlayPic, the
defense is wearing gray jerseys.

First to Touch

If the receiver is first to touch the pass, interference
restrictions end for team B. Notice the space between
players. There is no early contact and the defender is not
playing through the receiver.

Both Playing the Ball

Both players are making a bona fide attempt to catch the pass.
No interference.

No Contact

The defender is concentrating on the receiver and not the ball,
but he is not making contact and, under NFHS rules, is not
faceguarding. Legal play.

No Contact

The defender reached under the receiver’s arm without
making contact and did not hook the arm. That allowed him to
deflect the pass. Legal play.

Receiver First to Touch

Players from both teams will often use some sort of leverage
to get airborne faster or outleap the opponent. However, if
there is no contact and neither player has gained an
advantage, there is no interference.

No Restriction

Simply having a hand on the opponent’s back is not a foul. An
official with this angle will have to see something like a jersey
grab or hook and turn to throw the flag. Better to let an
official with a view of the right hand make the call.

No Restriction

The defender’s left hand is around the waist but he is not
grabbing or turning. The receiver’s leap was not prevented or
restricted. No foul.

Entanglement

The players are stride for stride and are looking back at the
ball. Even if their feet get tied up and one or both falls to the
ground, there is no foul.

CHECK LIST
PASS INTERFERENCE will always be one of the tougher
judgment calls for officials. But remember the following steps
and a difficult decision will be easier.

Know the rules. The letter of the rule
is important. Know all aspects of the
interference rules, including
applicable definitions. Read caseplays
or approved rulings that relate to
interference so you understand the
rulemakers’ intent.
Know the philosophy. Check with
the state association, governing body
or assigning agency to find out what
should be called and what should
not.
Follow your keys. If you don’t

know which players you should be
watching, some players will go
unobserved. That is bad not only
when it comes to interference, but as
a general policy.
Be in position. Sometimes you only
have to move a short distance (or not
at all) to cover a play. Regardless of
how much movement is necessary,
be sure to get an angle that allows
you to view the play.
Know the “warning signs.” Some
situations are tailor-made for
interference. If the defender is clearly
beaten, or if the pass is underthrown,
be extra observant.
Get the spot of the foul. If you do
spot interference, be sure your
penalty flag is on the proper
yardline. Don’t use the players as a
dartboard; your flag doesn’t have to

be at the feet of the fouling player. If
your flag lands at the wrong spot,
wait until the play is over, retrieve it
and drop it at the proper spot.
Know the enforcement. Penalty
enforcement is not just the referee’s
job. Every official should know
enforcement procedures. If it appears
the crew is going to mess up an
enforcement, speak up. You can save
the crew from an embarrassing error.

