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Best Ways to Study the Rules
By Jeffrey Stern

For many officials, studying the rulebook is akin to root canal: painful but necessary. At least the dentist has
Novocain or laughing gas. No wonder drug is going to make specifications regarding the circumference of the game
ball or the width of the lines on the playing surface seem like scintillating reading.
But digging into the rulebook doesn’t have to feel like a death march. It does require concentration and
perseverance, the same as you’d need to work a tough game. Here are some tips to make the load a little lighter.

Prioritize. Every rule has a purpose and is necessary in its own way. But some rules are more important than
others. So while you need to familiarize yourself with regulations regarding such banalities as field dimensions, the
bigger-ticket items like violations, penalties, fouls and enforcements require more attention.
The starting point for any study session should be the definitions. Reading the rulebook without knowing the
definitions is like starting to read a murder mystery from the middle. If you don’t know the suspects — or in the case
of the rules, the definitions — the terms used in the rest of the rulebook aren’t going to make sense. A thorough
understanding of the definitions allows you to figure out who’s who and what’s what.

Understand spirit and intent. You can memorize a passage and recite it verbatim to anyone who asks. But that
doesn’t do you any good unless you understand why the rule exists. In general, the spirit and intent behind a rule is
to either promote safety of participants or prevent one team or athlete from gaining an advantage over an
opponent. Some rules do both. Understanding why the rule exists gives you a leg up on enforcing it.
An example is the infield fly rule used in baseball and softball. Without it, the defense could allow pop-ups to fall like
raindrops and turn a bunch of double plays without expending a whole lot of effort. The infield fly rule provides a
balance, guaranteeing the defense an out while assuring runners they don’t have to put themselves in jeopardy of
being retired.

Correlate the rule to situations. Again, the rules are just words on paper. Translating those words into knowledge
requires the additional step of thinking when and how a rule might come into play. You can think back to games
you’ve worked or consult a casebook or approved rulings to find applicable situations and discern the proper ruling.
Watching a game on TV? Have your rulebook handy. When an unusual play occurs, ask yourself, “What would the
call be in my game?” Then look up the rule to see if you would have gotten the call right.

Use memory aids. New rules are delineated in rulebooks (usually with gray boxes) for easy reference. If there are
rules you encounter that are particularly troublesome or you’d like to refer to often, use a highlighting marker to
make them easier to find when you’re doing your studying.
In school, you might have learned the names of the Great Lakes by using the acronym HOMES (Huron, Ontario,
Michigan, Erie, and Superior). That sometimes works with the rules as well. For instance, a football official might
use MUFF (Messed Up False Fumble) to remember the difference between a muff and a fumble.

Don’t go it alone. Many activities are easier or at least less ponderous in groups. So it is with rules study. Get
together with your partner or crew during the offseason or form a study group with other local officials. You can help
other officials with rules they don’t understand and vice versa.

Bite-size is better. Rules study isn’t like cramming for a college midterm. You might get through the entire
rulebook in one sitting, but it’s doubtful you’ll retain much of anything.
The smarter play is to study at a more leisurely pace. Take the rulebook with you on a plane or drop it in your
briefcase. When you find yourself with a couple of spare minutes, pull out the rulebook and study a few pages.
Studies have shown that humans retain information they gather just before they fall asleep. So keep a copy on the
nightstand.
You might even take the rulebook with you when you’re waiting for an appointment like that root canal. After the
dentist gets through with you, your rulebook study will seem like the best part of the day.
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