
Controlling the Game 

 

Recall that at our clinics, we talked about the three elements of being a successful Little League 
umpire – knowledge of the rules, good plate and base mechanics, and controlling the game.  
Especially for younger or less experienced umpires, we all understand that controlling the game 
is by far the most challenging.  With recent events at YALL, it’s a good time to review how we 
can best handle this challenge. 

First and foremost, understand that the I and the YALL Board have your backs.  Little League is 
about learning, and we’re all still learning each game how to be better umpires.  Sometimes 
you might get it wrong, but if you hustle and put in the work, every one of you has our full 
support.  Without you, the game is not played.  And as one of my old associations put it: 

 

“The pay is small, but the rewards are huge. 

If it was easy, even parents could do it.” 

 

So how do you control the game?  Believe me, it’s not about ejections and forfeits.  These are 
the results of the worst behavior, and only used when necessary.  As we say, the coach or 
player ejected himself.  Our goals are to keep everyone in the game, let the kids have the best 
experiences, and have the outcome fairly achieved.  There is no one easy answer that works 
every time, but the items below will give you your best chance at a good result. 

Three groups of people need to be dealt with so that we can achieve the above goals – 
spectators, players, and coaches.  Let’s talk about them individually. 

Spectators  Back in the day, umpires could eject spectators in Little League, and this group was 
by far the most common to leave the ballpark.  This is no longer the case.  Often, it’s a case of 
the spectator not understanding Little League rules.  But it’s not your job to stop and explain 
the rules to them. 

So, if a spectator is giving you a hard time, harassing the other team’s players, or just being a 
pain, the solution is simple – go to the coach of that team, and tell him that the spectator has to 
cut it out or leave the park.  It’s the coach’s problem to deal with it.  If it doesn’t happen right 
away, pull both teams back into the dugouts until it’s rectified.  Absolute worst case scenario, 
the game could be forfeited, but even bad behaving spectators don’t want that to happen. 

Players  The players are seldom a problem in Little League.  They might not like a call, and give 
you a nasty look;  just stare right back at them and it will stop.  Only three things get a player 
ejected, and they’re not subject to a warning: 



 If a player uses profanity at you, another player, or a spectator, he’s gone. (If he swears 
at himself, I’d let it go, but tell the coach to settle down his player). 

 If a player gets personal (“you’re a lousy umpire” or “you stink”), he’s gone. 
 If a player loads up and intentionally collides with a player on the other team (usually a 

baserunner plowing into the catcher), he’s gone. 

These cases are rare, but if they happen, the player is ejected, no warning, no question. 

Coaches  This is the toughest group to deal with, in part because they think they know the 
rules.  Worse, they think they know how to umpire, and want to tell you how to do your job.  
I’ve occasionally had to say something like “I won’t tell you how to coach, if you don’t tell me 
how to be an umpire.” 

These are some things I’ve found over the years that can help you gain the coach’s respect.  
This gives you two benefits:  1) the coach will discuss something bothering him in a civil 
manner, and 2) he may cut you some slack in the rare event you make an incorrect call or 
ruling. 

 

Pre-game  These things are important.  They establish your credibility with the coaches, 
and show them you intend to control the game. 

 Get there at least 20-30 minutes before game time. 
 Dress appropriately – an umpire jersey, a hat, pants (shorts only if you’re the 

base umpire), and your ball bag, plate brush, etc. if you’re the plate umpire.  
Base umpires should keep the count on their indicator during the game. 

 Verify his catchers’ helmets all have a throat flap, even the hockey style.  No 
exceptions. 

 Check the bats for dents and the grip.  In minors and majors, only metal bats 
with a “USA Baseball” logo are permitted.  For juniors, bats  with a BBCOR stamp 
are also allowed.  In neither level can they use “BPF 1.15” logo bats.  No real 
standards for wooden bats at either level – if it’s in good shape and the correct 
diameter, let them use it. 

 Verify the field is properly chalked. 
 Get game balls from the coaches. 
 Have a proper plate meeting a few minutes before scheduled start 

o Let them know you must be informed if they change the pitcher or 
catcher.  Because we use continuous batting order, we don’t need 
lineups. 

o Ask if their players are legally and properly equipped. 
o Cover any ground rules/fence gaps you know of. 



o Remind them of the run ahead rules (15 after three innings, 10 after four 
innings - five innings in juniors). 

o Tell them you will call a strike zone appropriate to the ability of the 
pitchers.  The zone you will use we be determined by the weaker pitcher, 
but used for both.  You don’t need to be really specific about what you’ll 
call, because it will likely change with new pitchers.  Called strikes must 
be hittable by the batters. 

In-game situations   This is where it starts getting more challenging.  If you hustle and show 
some real effort, you can minimize the problems, and probably make better calls. 

That said, these are some things the umpire should do to make discussions and 
questions productive. 

 Players and coaches do not call “time”.  Only you do, at their request.  If 
someone comes running out of the dugout while calling for time, raise your 
hands and stop them, until you decide the play is over and you can stop the 
action.  Then grant them “time” 

 If during game action a player takes what appears to be a meaningful injury, call 
“time” immediately and stop play.  Award bases to the batter and runners that 
you think they would have achieved without the injury, and let the coaches deal 
with the player. 

 When the coach comes out to talk to you, be approachable, with a neutral look 
on your face.  No frown, no smile.  Don’t assume you know everything, and he 
knows nothing. If you’re wearing sunglasses, take them off.  Eye contact matters.  
If you’re more calm than he is, you have an edge in the outcome.  And keep your 
voice level, only speaking loud enough to be heard clearly. 

 If a coach is coming out to ask about a judgment call (catch/no catch, safe/out, 
fair/foul, infield fly, etc.), meet him on the field away from the dugout.  Ask him 
“what’s your question coach?”.  Let him talk until he starts repeating himself, 
then give him your view of what happened, and say “let’s play coach”.  If he asks 
you to “get help” from your partner (happens way too often), only do so if you 
have any doubt about the angle you had and what you saw.  If you do, discuss 
with your partner alone, then tell the coach the outcome, and “let’s play coach”.  
It’s OK to let him have the last word, as long as he’s leaving the field.  If the 
discussion goes farther, then you get into a “prolonged argument” situation, 
which might result in his ejection. 

 If a coach wants to ask a question about a rule,  they have been told they should 
bring a rule book.  Read the rule, and try to resolve his question.  If you cannot, 
let him know that he can continue the game under protest, and get the game 
going again.  The League will rule on the protest at a later date, and you will be 
consulted. 



Appeals can be made by the defense, most commonly involving leaving early on a tag-up, a 
runner missing a base, or a batter batting out of order.  An appeal can be made by a coach or 
player, but not during a time out.  Important – if someone appeals per the above, it must be 
made when the ball is live and before the next pitch or play, or before you leave the field. 

 A word about cheering.  Yes, kids in the dugout can cheer.  But, 
o The chanting cannot be directed at the other team.  What they’re saying 

matters.  Only cheer positively for their own team. 
o Chanting and loud cheering must stop when the pitcher toes the rubber. 
o Dugout enthusiasm, if it’s directed toward their own team, is generally 

fine.  But understand, really loud cheering can intimidate the younger 
pitchers (minors level and below).   If you think this is the case, tell the 
coach to dial it down, or stop altogether. 

o If the coach refuses to fix the problem, let him know he is subject to 
ejection, and follow up if necessary. 

 

Post-game  Don’t hang out, just walk off the field with your partner right away,  and keep 
walking.  If you had a rough time with one of the coaches, exit the field on the other side.  
Nothing good can come from discussing the game with a coach.  You don’t need his feedback. 
And remember, no appeal or protest can be made once you are outside the fence. 

 

Being “appropriately loud”   

Say nothing, just signal if appropriate, on: 

 Swinging strike, even strike three 
 A pitch way out of the strike zone, including bouncing in front of the plate 
 An obvious foul, not close to the line 
 Routine pop flies and line drives in the infield 
 A fair ball – say nothing, just point clearly into the diamond 
 A baserunner is safe or out by more than a couple of steps, force play or tag 

Be loud so everyone can hear you – players, coaches, spectators, on: 

 Called strikes, especially strike three 
 A ball within say a foot of the strike zone 
 A close play on the bases or plate, force play or a tag 
 Diving catches on the infield, or any catch in the outfield (fair or foul) 

  



Conclusion   No umpire can prevent bad behavior by spectators, players, and coaches.  Call balls 
& strikes, safe & out, slowly.  You’ll get it right more often.  Things are going to happen, but if 
you manage to control the game to the best of your abilities, you’ll have the respect of coaches, 
players, and spectators.  Doesn’t matter if you’re 14 or 75. 

 


