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New Officials Football Class
Module 12

The Passing Game
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The Passing Game

� Upon completing Module 12, the student should:
� Know the differences between:

� A forward pass

� A backward pass

� Handing the ball 

� Know and understand the differences between legal and 
illegal forward passes

� Know and understand the rules associated with the 
passing game

IACAO New Officials Football Class Module 12 2

Key Terms

� Handing
� Backward Pass 
� Forward Pass
� Line of Scrimmage (LOS)
� Simultaneous Possession
� Expanded Neutral Zone
� Passer
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Handing the ball

� A player can always hand the ball 
backward

� A player can only hand the ball forward if:
� Both players are in/behind neutral zone and …
� Player being handed the ball is:

� A back
� An end, who is not snapper or next to snapper
� A lineman (by position, not number) who, after the 

snap: 
� Faced own goal line (turned around 180°) and
� Received ball at least 1 yard behind LOS
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� Pass is “backward” if its initial direction is:
� Backward ... or
� Parallel with the LOS

� Any player may pass the ball backward

� Any player may catch or recover a  
backward pass and run with it

� Ball belongs to the team making the 
backward pass if:
� Ball becomes dead without player possession
� There is joint (simultaneous) possession
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Backward Pass

Backward Pass
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Forward Pass

� Pass is “forward” if its initial direction is:
� Forward … or
� Passer’s arm was moving forward when hit

� Both of passer’s feet must be in or behind 
neutral zone when pass released

� Entire ball must cross NZ to be beyond it

� Only one forward pass allowed per down
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Illegal Forward Passes

� Three types:
� Thrown beyond neutral zone
� 2nd forward pass during a down 
� Thrown after a change in team 

possession

� “Illegal Forward Pass”
� 5-yard penalty
� Loss of down
� Give signals 35, then 9
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� Pass purposely thrown incomplete to: 
� Prevent a loss of yardage; or
� Conserve time

� Exception: A direct “hand to hand snap” 
thrown immediately to the ground.

� “Intentional Grounding”
� 5-yard penalty
� Loss of down
� Give signals 36, then 9
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Intentional Grounding
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Intentional Grounding
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Pass Eligibility Rules

� Only apply to legal forward passes

� All defensive players are eligible entire play

� Offensive players must meet two criteria:
� Wear number 1-49 or 80-99 and
� Line up on end of LOS or in the backfield

� An offensive player eligible at start of play 
remains eligible throughout the down

� All offensive players become eligible when 
any defensive player touches the ball
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� Offensive players ineligible to catch a 
forward pass are not allowed to:

� Go beyond the expanded neutral zone 
until the ball is touched by the defense
� “Ineligible Receiver Downfield”

� 5-yard penalty
� Give signal 37

� Catch, bat, muff a pass until the ball is 
touched by the defense
� “Illegal Touching”

� 5-yard penalty
� Loss of down
� Give signals 16, then 9
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Pass Eligibility Rules



6/29/2009

5

Ineligible Downfield
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Ineligible Downfield – “Covered” Receiver 
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Illegal Touching
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Complete / Incomplete Forward 
Pass

� A forward pass is complete if it is:
� Caught by an eligible or ineligible receiver who 

holds onto the ball throughout the catch
� Airborne player possesses it in the air and first 

touches the ground in bounds
� Simultaneously caught by opponents in bounds
� Intercepted

� A forward pass is incomplete if:
� It touches the ground
� It goes out of bounds
� Airborne player possesses it in the air, but first 

touches the ground out-of-bounds
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Catch Close to Ground
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Catch
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Pass Interference Restrictions

� Only apply beyond the neutral zone

� The pass must: 
� Be a legal forward pass
� Cross the neutral zone

� Restrictions begin for:
� Defense when ball leaves passer’s hand
� Offense at the snap

� Restrictions end for:
� Defense when any player touches ball
� Offense when defense touches ball

IACAO New Officials Football Class Module 12 19

Forward Pass Interference

� Beyond the NZ, neither offensive or defensive 
players may interfere with an eligible opponent’s 
chance to: 
� Catch, bat or defend a pass

� Includes obstructing an opponent’s vision of pass 
without making an attempt to catch, bat or defend 
it 
� Contact is not necessary (“Face Guarding”)

� It is not pass interference if:
� Both players are attempting to catch the ball
� Contact by defense is away from and has no effect 

on the outcome of the play
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Penalty for Pass Interference

� Defensive Pass Interference 
(DPI)
� 15-yard penalty
� Automatic 1st down
� Give signals 33, then 8

� Offensive Pass Interference (OPI)
� 15-yard penalty
� Loss of down
� Give signals 33, then S9
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Defensive Pass Interference (DPI)
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Defensive Pass Interference (DPI)
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Defensive Pass Interference (DPI)
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Defensive Pass Interference (DPI)
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Defensive Pass Interference (DPI)

Offensive Pass Interference (OPI)
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Passing Game Review

� Can the quarterback hand the ball to a 
player wearing #55 who lines up in the 
backfield?

� Who can catch or recover a backward 
pass and run with it?

� How many forward passes are allowed 
per down?
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Catch or No Catch?
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Which of the following is the signal for 
“Illegal Touching”?
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CBA
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DPI or OPI?
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� Questions?
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