Gentlemen:
 With the playoffs right around the corner, this would be a good time to obtain a game film for you review if your crew has not already been doing so.  Pick one of your tougher games and review your crew's rule applications and mechanics. Review the calls made during the game and make sure you applied the correct rule to the play.  This is also a good time to start digging into the casebook for those weird/unusual plays that test your rule knowledge.  Assign a different member in the crew to cover different aspects of the game, i.e., the kicking game, offensive and defensive pass interference, what fouls provide for a loss of down or an automatic first down, quiz the referee on his signals, quiz each other on live-ball and dead-ball fouls, ask each other when you kill a play with a whistle and when you do not, ask about spot fouls and that wonderful new rule area 8-2-2, 8-2-3, & 8-2-4.  How do you handle an inadvertent whistle situation (say with a penalty - remember last week's newsletter)?  
 How did your crew handle their sidelines?  How was the crew's communications with the coaches & players? How was your pre-game?  Did everyone in the crew show-up on time.  How is everyone dressed.  Does someone on the crew need to update their dingy official's uniform?  You need to order your new equipment now for it to arrive prior to the playoff games.  There is no excuse for not looking your best.  As an assignor, one of the things I notice immediately is how everyone is dressed.
 Problem Area:
A continuing problem seems to involve the substitution and illegal participation rule. I will attempt to address a few of the issues/problems I have either seen or have had brought to my attention in this newsletter.
 Substitution Rule (2-32-1,10,15 & 3-7):
Player Designation: 2-32-1 states, "a player is one of the 22 team members who is designated to start either half of the game or who subsequently replaces another player.  A player continues to be a player until a substitute enters the field and indicates to the player that he is replaced, or when the substitute otherwise becomes a player."   Article 10 states, " a nonplayer is a coach, trainer, other attendant, a substitute or a replaced player who does not participate by touching the ball, hindering an opponent or influencing the play. See 9-6 for illegal participation.  Article 15 states, "a substitute is a team member who may replace a player or fill a player vacancy.  A substitute becomes a player when he enters the field and communicates with a teammate or an official, enters the huddle, is positioned in a formation or participates in the play.  An entering substitute is not considered to be a player for encroachment restrictions until he is on his team's side of the neutral zone.  A team member entering the field to fill a player vacancy remains a substitute until he is on his team's side of the neutral zone."
 Substitution Rule 3-7-1 states, "between downs any number of eligible substitutes may replace players.  Replaced players shall leave the field immediately."  Article 3, states, during the same dead-ball interval, no substitute shall become a player then withdraw and no player shall withdraw and re-enter as a substitute unless a penalty is accepted, a dead-bal foul occurs, there is a charged time-out or the period ends.  A team cannot use a time-out to re-enter a player who has been removed due to an injury (provided the officials have stopped the clock) or is bleeding (3-5-10a,b,c, 9.6.4d).
 
Here is where the problem begins:
A number of teams have gone to the spread offense where they do not huddle-up to call a play, they simply go to a position inside of the ticks, wait for the ready-to-play signal then break to their positions.  Officials are witnessing players running off of the field both on offense and defense, usually (after the ready-for-play signal has been given) and are not throwing a flag for an illegal substitution infraction.  The infraction is not a result of the ready-for-play signal being given, rather it is the stimulus that has the offense and defensive coordinators calling their plays (25-second clock is now running) which requires the excess players to get off of the field.  Remember, a replaced players is required to leave the field immediately (3-7-1, above).  This is not always happening and this is what creates the foul - they are not leaving when replaced.  A coach cannot simply send two or three players onto the field and wait to see what offense or defense they are facing before calling players off.  This is not the intent of the substitution rule.  You will notice that I have not singled out the offense for this infraction.  It is becoming common for the defensive coordinator to wait until the last second before calling a player(s) off of the field as he has waited to see what formation the offense has lined up in.  Wing Officials you must be alert for these last second substitutions and flag them accordingly.  Obviously, if a substitute enters the dead-ball period late, a replaced player is going to leave the field late.  The one for one substitutions with a huddle are not hard to detect, it is the spread formations that create problems.  Wings keep in mind the referee and umpire may not always see this infraction (with the spread offense) as they are focused on the formation and not the sidelines. We all recognize there is obviously a difference between a team in a hurry-up offense, and a team whether on offense or defense, who are slow in getting their substitutes off of the field.  Be alert as to who has entered the field and who is leaving as this can create another problem.  Once again, this requires you to be focused watching the field of play continually. Do not buy the argument from a coach that we cannot throw a flag for a substitution violation because they did not huddle-up.  Huddling-up has nothing to do with this infraction.   Back Judges you can assist your crew with this situation as you generally have a view of the field in front of you.  Conversely, we know that if that 12th player participates in the play we have illegal participation.  As we know, we want to catch the illegal substitution infraction (5-yard penalty) before the illegal participation foul (15-yard penalty) if we can (scrimmage kicks are a good example of trying to count all the players before the snap - sometimes we can & sometimes we cannot complete the count before the snap).  An advantage can be gained by a team if we do not address this situation when it happens.
 
Illegal Participation (9-6-3, 9-6-4a,c):
Article 3 states, " no replaced player, substitute, coach, trainer, or other attendant enters and participates during the down.  Article 4 states, "(a) when any player, replaced player, substitute, coach, trainer or other attendant enters and participates during a down.  (c) To have 12 or more players participating at the snap or free kick.  
 
Here is our NFHS play of the week:
Team A has the ball on B's 40-yard line and throws a legal forward pass which is intercepted by B on their 2-yard line.  Immediately after the ball was snapped, B12 walks onto the field, but does not participate in the pass or interception which is returned for a touchdown. How is this infraction handled? Try to answer this question before reading the ruling .... this will probably surprise you.  Ruling:  Most of us would miss this one ... myself included!  Rule 9-8-1l (Noncontact Unsportsmanlike Conduct by Nonplayers) states,  No coach, substitute, athletic trainer or other attendant shall act in an unsportsmanlike manner once the officials assume absolute authority for the contest.  Examples are, but not limited to: " (l) being on the field except as a substitute or replaced player. (See 3-7-6, 9-6-4a).  The penalty is an unsportsmanlike foul committed during a scoring play (change of possession 8-2-3), which by rule 8-2-3 allows the offended team to have the penalty assessed at the succeeding spot or on the kick-off.  This play was forwarded to me from the NFHS web page ... the emphasis of this play is B12 being a nonplayer.
What should have been a tip-off in handling this penalty (hindsight) was it involved a nonplayer unsportsmanlike foul (dead-ball penalty application).  My initial reaction was this was an illegal substitution foul which would have given the ball back to team A after administering the 5-yard penalty .... boy was I wrong!!!!  This play is a great example of why we need to know the rule book definitions.
 
Play-off Assignment Frustration!!!
I have already received a few calls from officials who are frustrated that they did not receive a first round playoff assignment.  A couple of the calls did surprise me as I know and respect the ability of the officials who made the call.  The standard question be asked is what do I need to do to make the playoff?  Sometimes it is not necessarily what an individual has done, but what as a crew you have either done or not done.  One of the biggest problems we all have to overcome is our own ego's when it comes to officiating.  This sometimes carries over to how we view our crew and our officiating abilities.
If, your goal is to work a state final game you need to do some serious soul searching.  Are you truly ready and deserving of such an assignment?  Do you really know the rules or do you think you know the rules and proper mechanics?  Do you attend your local association meetings, or the Official's Conference?  These are great source of information and networking opportunities.  As Ed Hightower once told me at one of is basketball clinic's, it is not the assignor who says when you are ready to move-up or get the big game, it is your fellow officials who let the assignor know you are ready.  Rule knowledge and networking are an integral part of moving up the ladder of success.  Be honest with yourself, do you study during the season, or in the off-season?  Dave Gannaway may make the assignments, but have you put yourself in a position that he cannot by-pass you and your crew?  Remember in football we generally move up as a crew.  Positioning yourself and your crew by being ready and qualified is the one thing you can control in the post-season assignment process.  Also remember, there are only so many spots to go around, sometimes not being selected is just a matter of there not being enough slots during one given year or period for you to receive an assignment.  Above all else, stay focused with your officiating and have fun.  Even with all of the preparation you may do, it still takes a little luck to get that big game assignment.
 
Off-Season Football Meetings:
The SAOA and CS8 will once conduct off-season football meetings beginning in February if there is enough interest.  This allows everyone to get their fill of the college bowl games and NFL play-offs will be close being done.  It also gives us a reason to get out of the house.  Hopefully, I will see many of you at these meetings.  Last year we had great turn-outs for these discussions.
