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OFFICIATING CREW TIMING INSTRUCTIONS

The element of time in a football game can be absolutely critical in the case of a close game. Correct
operation of the game and play clocks by their operators is vitally important in ensuring a fair contest.
Managing of the clock operation is placed by the rulebook on the Referee, but it is actually the
responsibility of everyone on the officiating crew.

Prior to 15 minutes before kickoff time the game clock operator and the play clock operator (at fields
equipped with on-field play clocks) should report to the referee and the back judge. At this time the
following items should be covered.

1. To synchronize timer’s watch with official game time as established by the game official
responsible for timing.

2. To advise game officials where the clock operator will be located.
3. Determine procedure for communication with timer and check this procedure prior to the

game.
4. To discuss coordination of starting, stopping and adjusting the clock in accordance with the

playing rules.

The field clock is normally started no less than 30 minutes before game time. The halftime intermission
will start on the referee’s signal when the players and game officials leave the field. All pregame and
halftime activities will be synchronized with the official game clock. The mandatory three-minute warm-
up period will be put on the clock after the intermission time has elapsed and shall be started
immediately. If both teams have returned to the field and a minimum intermission period of 10 minutes
has elapsed, the referee, with agreement from both coaches, can instruct the game clock operator to
start the required 3 minute warmup period.

Game Procedures:

1. All officials should insure that their “stop clock” signal is clear, well above the head and
accompanied with a loud whistle signal.

2. The referee must make sure that his “start clock” signal is clear with the plane of the arm circle
roughly parallel to the sideline. Accompany the signal with a loud whistle signal when
appropriate.

3. Untimed downs, other than trys, should have the appropriate signal given so the clock operator
is aware that the clock should not run.

4. Any time an official stops the game clock it is incumbent on that official to note the clock time
he gave the signal in order for the crew to determine if a clock correction is necessary.

Guidelines on when to correct game clock errors:

1. Prior to the last two minutes in either half, if the game clock is incorrect by 5 seconds or less, do
not correct the game clock. If more than 5 seconds, reset the game clock.
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2. With two minutes or less in either half and time is a factor in the game, if the game clock is
incorrect reset the game clock to the correct time.

Guidelines on when to keep the game clock on the field:

1. If the game clock becomes inoperable, the time will be kept on the field by the Back Judge (5-
man crew) or the Line Judge (4-man crew).

2. If the game clock operator is inconsistent or incompetent so that the game clock must be reset
constantly (more than three or four times in a quarter), inform the coaches and the field
administrator that the time will be kept on the field. Have the scoreboard clock turned off or set
to 0:00 if possible.

Guidelines for play clock errors:

1. If upon the ready to play signal from the referee the play clock fails to start, starts but is
incorrect or becomes inoperative, the back judge should blow his whistle and stop the game
clock if it is running. The referee should then signal the play clock operator to reset the play
clock by pumping his hand up in the air with the palm facing the sky several times. Then the
referee can give the normal ready for play whistle and signal as well as start the game clock if it
was running.

2. If the play clocks become totally inoperative or the operator is determined to be incapable of
correctly operating the clocks, the back judge should call an official’s timeout. The referee and
the back judge will then advise the officiating crew, players and both coaches that the play clock
time will be kept by the back judge on the field and he will give the normal five second warning
signal by raising his hand. If possible, the play clocks should be turned off or if they are portable,
turned to face a different direction. Once the decision is made to cease using the play clocks,
the clocks should not be used for the remainder of the game.


