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Chapter 6: The Kicking Game

protection since, by definition, he no longer can
catch the ball. Also, once the ball touches a
teammate of the receiver, there is no protection.
Restrictions end when a Team R player touches
Fhe ball, so the receiver may be contacted
|7rr)1mediately if he muffs the ball (2003 interp., Sit

Being blocked by an opponent into the
receiver or his path is not a foul.

Blocking

The kicker or place kick holder may not be
blocked before they have advanced five yards
beyond their free-kick line or the kick has touched
the ground or touched another player. This is a 15-
yard penalty for an illegal block (9-3-4, 9.3.4).

During a free kick, Team K is prohibited from
initiating contact to block an opponent until they
are eligible to recover the ball, the ball has gone
10 yards or the receiving team initiates a block
within the neutral zone. If any of the preceding
occur, blocking is permissible, unless it is
otherwise illegal per another rule e.g., kick-
catching interference. The penalty is 10 yards for
an illegal block (9-3-7). Kick-catching interference
is discussed later in this chapter.

EXAMPLE 6-15: While K2's kickoff is rolling
free and untouched, K45 blocks R23 in the front
and above his waist. At the time of K45's block the
kicked ball was (a) six yards, or (b) 11 yards,
beyond Team K'’s free-kick line. RULING: In (a),
an illegal block, a 10-yard penalty from either the
previous spot and re-kick or from the succeeding
spot. In (b), a legal block.

Additional Examples: 11-13.

Scrimmage Kicks

Punts and field goal attempts, including those
on a try, constitute the other class of kicks:
scrimmage kicks. A field goal attempt may be
either a place kick or the nearly obsolete drop kick.
If a place kick is used, the ball must be controlled
on the ground or a tee by a teammate (2-24-4).

A scrimmage kick is a legal kick made in or
behind the neutral zone during a scrimmage down
before a change of team possession. That is, the
ball must be kicked legally, in a manner allowed by
the rules. A scrimmage kick is legal if the foot that
contacts the ball is not beyond the neutral zone
when the kick is made (S&l 2-24-4). lllegal kicks
are discussed later in this chapter.
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Scrimmage kicks are usually made from a
scrimmage-kick formation (see Chapter 3), but
may also be attempted from a scrimmage
formation. There are no restrictions on Team g
players going downfield before the kick.

Although rare, a second scrimmage kick or 4
scrimmage kick after a completed pass, would pe
legal as long the ball is kicked in a legal manner in
or behind the neutral zone before a change of
team possession.

Right to Advance

Barring a fair catch signal, which we'll discuss
later, any scrimmage kick (other than a try) can be
caught or recovered by the receiving team and
advanced (6-2-2). For the kicking team, there are
several restrictions.

Perhaps the key question for an official to ask
on any scrimmage kick is:

IS THE BALL BEYOND THE NEUTRAL ZONE
WHEN IT IS TOUCHED?

Before we answer that question, let's make
sure the related definitions are understood.

The neutral zone (2-28-1) is the rectangular
area between the teams’ scrimmage lines; its
width is the length of the football.

The expanded neutral zone extends two
yards beyond the defensive line of scrimmage in
the field of play (2-28-2). The purpose of
expanding the zone is to permit normal line play
by allowing offensive linemen to block and drive
defensive linemen off the line of scrimmage. The
zone disintegrates immediately when the kick has
crossed the expanded zone or when the trajectory
is such that it cannot be touched until it comes
down (6.2.6).

REMEMBER FROM 2022 (Editorial): It was

clarified the neutral zone cannot be expanded into
the end zone on a scrimmage kick play (2-28-2, &
2:6). Note: The ball is dead when a scoring kick
which has apparently failed enters Team R'’s end

zone (4-2-2d2).

R

A scrimmage kick has crossed the neutral
zone when it touches the ground, a player. an
official or anything that is beyond the neutral zone-

The following applies to scrimmage kickS
which are not “low” i. e., the trajectory is such that
it cannot be touched until it comes down. AS @
practical matter, a low scrimmage kick is @ field
goal attempt which is blocked in the vicinity of the
neutral zone or a shanked punt which is similarly
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blocked. The touching of such low kicks is treated
slightly differently and will be discussed |ater.

Back to the question “is the ball beyond the
neutral zone when it is touched?”

If the answer is YES:

o Thereis no longer a line-to-gain (the continuity
of downs is broken);

o If the ball is untouched by Team R after
crossing the expanded neutral zone on a punt
and is declared dead, then the ball belongs to
Team R at the dead-ball spot (6-2-7) or at the
spot of any first touching by Team K (6-2-5).

o |If Team R is the first to touch the kick, then
Team K may catch or recover it and retain
possession (5-1-4, 6-2-4) (see Example 6-16);

e Team K may not advance the kick. The ball is
dead as soon as Team K gets possession (4-
2-2f) (see Example 6-16);

e« Team K may not be the first to touch the ball
(6-2-5). If this happens, it is a violation - first
touching (see Example 6-23 and the following
section).

If the answer is NO:

e Either team may catch or recover the ball and
advance it. If a Team K player gets it, he may
run, pass, or even kick the ball again (6-2-2
and 6-2-3) (see Examples 6-18 and 6-20).

e The continuity of downs is not broken, even if
Team R had touched the ball behind the
neutral zone. That means the down counts
and Team K must make it to the line-to-gain in
order to retain the ball (see Example 6-19).

However, if the kick is a low scrimmage kick
any touching in or behind the expanded neutral
zone is ignored (6-2-6). If it is touched beyond the
expanded neutral zone by Team R the ball wil
belong to the team in possession at the end of the
down (5-1-3f, 5-1-4). Such touching inflight by
Team K is ignored unless a Team R player is In
position to catch the ball in which case it is kick-
catching interference (6.2.6).

Here are plays where the answer to the above
Question is YES.
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EXAMPLE 6-16: K27's field goal attempt IS
partially blocked behind the neutral zone and is
muffed by R95 beyond the expanded neutral zone.
The muffed ball is recovered (a) behind, or (b)
beyond the neutral zone by K33. RULING: In both
cases, it is a first down for Team K. In (a), K33
could have advanced after recovering the ball.

EXAMPLE 6-17: Fourth and 10 on the K-40.
K11's untouched punt is rolling downfield at the R-
40 when K89 scoops it up and takes a few steps
with the ball. RULING: The ball should be whistled
dead when K89 gains possession. Team K cannot
advance the ball. It's Team R's ball, first and 10 at
the R-40.

It is essential to know where Team R touches
the ball in relation to the expanded neutral zone. If
Team R has not touched the ball beyond the
expanded neutral zone and Team K recovers it
there, then the ball is dead and it is simply first
touching. However, if Team R has touched it
beyond the expanded neutral zone and Team K
recovers, then Team K retains possession and is
awarded a new series. Remember, the ball is
dead if Team K catches or recovers a kick beyond
the expanded neutral zone; Team K may not
advance the ball regardless of touching by Team
R.

And plays where the answer to the above
question is NO.

EXAMPLE 6-18: Fourth and 10 on the K-40.
K18's punt hits the ground at the (a) K-45 or (b) K-
38. In either case, it bounces back untouched to
the K-35. K25 grabs the ball and advances to the
R-20. RULING: In both cases, K25's recovery and
advance are legal; first and 10 for Team K on the
R-20. In (a), although the ball crossed the neutral
zone, Team K did not touch it there. It does not
matter if the ball remains behind the neutral zone
or crosses the neutral zone and returns there;
either team may advance it (6-2-2 and 6-2-3).

EXAMPLE 6-19: Fourth and six on the K-30.
K2's short punt strikes the ground at the K-35 and
caroms untouched back to the K-25. There, R43
muffs the ball while trying to grab it and K28 falls
on the ball at the K-23. RULING: Since R43's
touching did not occur beyond the neutral zone,
the touching is ignored. Since the ball is recovered
short of the line-to-gain, Team R takes over first
and 10 on the K-23.
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If the ball is behind the neutral zone when
Team K gains possession, Team K may run, pass,
or even kick again since team possession has not
changed.

If the ball was not touched first by Team R
beyond the zone, the ball remains live and
belongs to Team K with the down counting (5-1-4).
Thus, if a fourth down punt is blocked and then
recovered and downed by Team K behind the
neutral zone, a new series is awarded to Team R
(5-1-3¢). It does not matter if Team R touches the
ball behind the neutral zone. This has nothing to
do with the kick rules, as Team R simply takes
possession on downs because Team K has failed
to advance the ball beyond the line-to-gain. Had
the same situation occurred on, third down, Team
K would keep the ball and snap on fourth down.

EXAMPLE 6-20: R78 blocks a punt and the
ball does not cross the neutral zone. K24 recovers
and advances beyond the neutral zone where he
is tackled short of the line-to-gain. This happens
on (a) third down, or (b) fourth down. RULING: In
(a), Team K will have fourth down at the yard line
where K24 is tackled. The clock continues to run.
In (b), the ball goes over on downs to Team R, first
and 10 at the yard line where K24 was tackled.
The clock stops when the ball is dead and starts
on the snap since a new series was awarded after
a legal kick.

If the ball is touched first by Team R beyond
the expanded neutral zone, the ball also remains
live and will belong to whichever team is in
possession at the end of the down (5-1-3f). If
Team K recovers a ball behind the zone, touched
first by Team R beyond the zone, and then throws
an incomplete forward pass while behind the zone,
the ball will belong to Team K at the previous spot

(6.1.3C).

EXAMPLE 6-21: Fourth and 10 on the K-45.
K22 punts the ball beyond the neutral zone. R55
muffs the ball back behind the neutral zone where
K8 recovers the ball at the K-40 and throws an
incomplete forward pass. RULING: Since R55
touched the kick beyond the expanded neutral
zone, it will be a new series for the team in
possession. Thus, it is a first down for Team K at

the K-45. The pass is legal as there hag
change of team possession. been no

A critical play arises when
simultaneous recovery of a kick.
recovery of a fumble awards the ba

' there s
Simultaneous
Il to the team
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last in possession (7-4-3c). But in the cage of th
kick, 5-1-32 and 5-1-5d make it clegr o
possession is awarded to the receiving tegm n

EXAMPLE 6-22: Team K's punt i blockeg
never crosses the neutral zone, and winds u’
back in Team K's end zone where oppqgin
players simultaneously recover it. RULING: By 59_

1-3g, it is a touchdown for Team R.

Be prepared for this one, because Team kg
coach is sure to go ballistic. This is an excellent
example of where the kick rules are very differen
from the rest of the game.

It is worth mentioning third down punts which
likely would be a “quick kick.” Teams quick kick to
improve field position, so the play will pe 2
surprise to both the officials and the defense. The
kick will . likely be made from a scrimmage
formation, so normal numbering applies and the
snapper is not protected.

If the kick is not touched beyond the neutral
zone and stays inbounds and either remains
behind  “the " neutral zone or retuns there

untouched, it is simply a loose ball and is treated
the same as a fumble. If the ball goes out of

first touching an
receivers it will be
possession. See Addition

Additional Example: 14, 15.

First Touching _
First touching of a scrimmage kick is @

violation which benefits the receiving team by
giving them the option to take the ball at the spot
of the first touching (6-25). First touching appiies
only when Team K touches the ball when they ar
not entitled to possession (2-12-2). Thus. of la
scrimmage kick, first touching can occur R
beyond the expanded neutral zone. First touching
does not apply if the ball is at rest.

EXAMPLE 6-23: K5's punt is rolling downlﬂiz'g
when K82 touches it at the R-20. The o re
comes to rest at the R-10 and is blown dead thie '
(b) is picked up by R26 at the R-10 and a"“’&no
to the R-30, or (c) is picked up by R33 at theLlNG:
who retreats and is downed at the R-5. RY f first
In (a) and (c), Team R will choose the P! :e the
touching, the R-20. In (b), Team R Wil a

result of the play, first and 10 on the R-30.







