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Understanding THSA Football Rules: A Complete
Guide for Players, Coaches, and Fans

The lllinois High School Association (IHSA) governs high school football across the state of
[llinois, establishing a comprehensive set of rules that ensure fair play, athlete safety, and
competitive integrity. While the IHSA largely adopts the National Federation of State High
School Associations (NFHS) football rules, it also implements specific adaptations that are
unique to lllinois. Understanding these IHSA football rules is essential for anyone involved in
the game, from first-year players to veteran coaches and dedicated fans. This guide breaks
down the most important regulations, explains how they impact the game, and offers
insights into the nuances that make lllinois high school football distinct.

The Foundation of IHSA Football Rules

The IHSA football rules are built upon the NFHS rulebook, which serves as the standard for
high school football across the United States. However, the IHSA has the authority to adopt
additional rules or modify existing ones to address the specific needs of lllinois schools,
athletes, and communities. These modifications often focus on player safety,
sportsmanship, and logistical considerations unique to the state. The IHSA football rules are
updated annually, with changes communicated to member schools through clinics,
manuals, and official publications. Staying current with these updates is a requirement for
all participating programs.

The IHSA emphasizes that football rules exist not to restrict the game, but to protect
participants and promote fair competition. Every regulation, from blocking techniques to
equipment standards, serves a purpose in maintaining the integrity of the sport. For
coaches and players, understanding the "why" behind the rules is just as important as
knowing the "what." This philosophy permeates the IHSA football rules and shapes how the
game is taught and played at the high school level in lllinois.

Game Structure and Timing

Under IHSA football rules, varsity games are played in four quarters, each lasting 12
minutes. This is consistent with NFHS standards. Junior varsity and freshman games may
have shorter quarters, typically 10 or 11 minutes, depending on agreements between
schools. The clock operates continuously except during timeouts, between quarters, and
during certain game situations, such as when a player is injured or when a timeout is called
by either team.

The IHSA employs a running clock rule under specific conditions. If a team leads by 35
points or more at any point during the second half, the clock continues to run except during
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unnecessarily lengthy and to reduce the risk of injury in games that are no longer
competitive. Coaches must be aware of this provision when managing game strategy, as it
can significantly shorten the duration of the second half.

Halftime in IHSA football lasts 15 to 20 minutes, though schools may agree to a shorter or
longer break. Teams are allowed three timeouts per half, and these timeouts do not carry
over to the second half or overtime. Overtime procedures under IHSA football rules follow
the NFHS format, where each team gets a possession from the opponent's 10-yard line. If
the game remains tied after the first overtime, subsequent overtime periods follow the
same format, with teams attempting two-point conversions after touchdowns starting in the
second overtime.

Player Safety and Concussion Protocols

Player safety stands at the forefront of IHSA football rules. lllinois has been a leader in
implementing concussion protocols, and the IHSA mandates strict adherence to return-to-
play guidelines. Any player suspected of sustaining a concussion must be removed from the
game immediately and cannot return until cleared by a licensed healthcare professional
trained in concussion evaluation. This rule applies regardless of the severity of the
symptoms or the importance of the game.

The IHSA football rules also require that all coaches complete a concussion recognition and
response training course each season. This training covers the signs and symptoms of
concussions, proper removal procedures, and the steps necessary for a safe return to
activity. Additionally, the IHSA mandates that schools have a concussion management
policy in place, and that parents and athletes receive educational materials about head
injuries before the season begins.

Beyond concussions, IHSA football rules address other safety concerns, including heat
illness prevention. The IHSA has specific guidelines for practice and game modifications
during extreme heat and humidity. These include restricting the use of helmets and full
pads, limiting the duration of practice sessions, and requiring frequent water breaks. The
IHSA football rules also prohibit certain types of contact during the preseason, allowing for a
gradual acclimatization period that reduces the risk of heat-related injuries and overuse
injuries.

Equipment and Uniform Regulations

The IHSA football rules contain detailed requirements for player equipment and uniforms.
All players must wear properly fitted helmets that meet NOCSAE (National Operating
Committee on Standards for Athletic Equipment) standards. Helmets must have a visible
certification decal, and any helmet that has been altered or is missing components is
prohibited. The IHSA football rules also require that all helmets be reconditioned and
recertified at regular intervals, typically every two to three years, depending on
manufacturer recommendations.

Shoulder pads, hip pads, tailbone pads, and knee pads are mandatory under IHSA football
rules. Players must also wear a mouthpiece at all times while on the field, and it must be of
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a visible color, not clear or white. The mouthpiece rule is strictly enforced, and game
officials will require players to correct any violation before allowing them to participate.

Jersey numbers must follow specific guidelines under IHSA football rules. Players eligible to
receive passes, including wide receivers, tight ends, and running backs, must wear
numbers 1 through 49 or 80 through 99. Offensive linemen are required to wear numbers
50 through 79. Defensive players may wear any number, but the numbering rules for
offensive players help officials quickly identify eligible receivers. Jersey colors must also
contrast sufficiently with the game pants, and both home and visiting teams are required to
have contrasting jersey colors to avoid confusion.

Kickoff and Return Rules

Kickoffs under IHSA football rules have undergone several changes in recent years, all
aimed at improving player safety. The kickoff takes place from the 40-yard line, and the
receiving team sets up with at least four players on each side of the field inside the
restraining lines. The kicking team must have at least four players on each side of the
kicker at the time of the kick, and no player on the kicking team may cross the line of
scrimmage until the ball has been kicked.

One of the most significant IHSA football rules regarding kickoffs is the touchback rule. If a
kickoff goes into the end zone and is downed by the receiving team, or if it goes out of the
end zone, the ball is placed at the 20-yard line. This rule encourages teams to attempt
touchbacks rather than risking a return, which studies have shown carries a higher injury
risk. Coaches often strategize around this rule, with some preferring squib kicks or pooch
kicks to avoid long returns while others trust their coverage units.

The IHSA football rules also address onside kicks. An onside kick is permitted at any point in
the game, but the kicking team must declare their intention if they want to use a specific
formation. However, in most cases, teams simply attempt a short kick that travels at least
10 yards and is recoverable by either team. If an onside kick does not travel 10 yards, it is a
penalty, and the receiving team gets the ball at the spot of the kick or the spot of the foul,
whichever is more advantageous.

Blocking and Tackling Rules

Blocking and tackling techniques are heavily regulated under IHSA football rules to
minimize the risk of injury. The IHSA prohibits blindside blocks, which are blocks delivered
by a player who is moving toward or parallel to the blocker's own end line and makes
contact to an opponent's head or neck area. Blindside blocks are penalized as personal
fouls, and they carry significant yardage penalties and potential ejection for flagrant
violations.

Chop blocks are also illegal under IHSA football rules. A chop block occurs when a blocker
contacts an opponent above the waist while another blocker simultaneously or immediately
afterward contacts the same opponent below the waist. This technique is dangerous
because it places the defensive player in a compromising position where they cannot
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blocks quickly.

Defensive players must also adhere to strict tackling rules. Leading with the crown of the
helmet, often called spearing, is prohibited. The IHSA football rules require defenders to
keep their heads up and use their shoulders to make contact. Any tackle where the player
initiates contact with the top or crown of the helmet is a personal foul, and repeat offenders
may be disqualified from the game. These rules are part of the IHSA's broader commitment
to reducing head and neck injuries in football.

Passing and Receiving Rules

The IHSA football rules governing passing and receiving follow the NFHS standard, with a
few important clarifications. A forward pass may only be thrown from behind the line of
scrimmage. Once the passer crosses the line of scrimmage, any forward pass is illegal and
results in a penalty. The passer also receives special protection under IHSA football rules.
Defenders must avoid hitting the passer in the head or neck area, and they must not use
excessive force when making contact. Roughing the passer is a 15-yard penalty and an
automatic first down.

Receivers must maintain control of the ball throughout the catch process. Under IHSA
football rules, a catch requires that the receiver secures the ball with both feet down in
bounds, or one foot down if the receiver is forced out of bounds by a defender. If the
receiver goes to the ground during the catch, they must maintain control of the ball
throughout the fall. If the ball touches the ground at any point during the catch, it is
incomplete. The IHSA does not use the NFL's "catch rule" language; instead, it follows the
simpler NFHS standard that has been in place for many years.

Pass interference rules apply to both offensive and defensive players. Defensive pass
interference occurs when a defender contacts a receiver before the ball arrives, materially
restricting the receiver's ability to catch the pass. Offensive pass interference occurs when
the receiver pushes off, blocks, or otherwise creates separation from the defender illegally.
Both result in yardage penalties, and in high school football, defensive pass interference is
penalized from the previous spot with a 15-yard penalty and an automatic first down.

Penalties and Enforcement

Understanding penalty enforcement is a key aspect of mastering IHSA football rules. Most
penalties result in a loss of yardage, with typical increments being 5 yards, 10 yards, or 15
yards. The IHSA football rules categorize penalties into three types: dead ball fouls, live ball
fouls, and special enforcement fouls. Dead ball fouls occur after the play has ended and are
enforced from the succeeding spot. Live ball fouls occur during the play and are enforced
from the previous spot, the spot of the foul, or the end of the run, depending on the specific
rule.

Personal fouls, including unsportsmanlike conduct, face mask penalties, and late hits, carry
15-yard penalties. Two unsportsmanlike conduct penalties in the same game result in
automatic ejection. The IHSA football rules also include a "targeting" rule similar to the
college and professional levels, though it is slightly less severe. A player who targets an
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opponent's head or neck area with the crown of their helmet may be ejected if the act is
deemed flagrant.

Offsides, false starts, and encroachment are common pre-snap penalties that result in a 5-
yard loss. Defensive offsides and neutral zone infractions are also 5-yard penalties. The
IHSA football rules allow for penalties to be declined by the offended team, and in some
cases, the offended team may choose to enforce a penalty from the spot of the foul or take
the result of the play. Coaches must understand these options to make strategic decisions
during games.

Sportsmanship and Conduct

The IHSA football rules place a strong emphasis on sportsmanship. Players, coaches, and
even spectators are expected to conduct themselves respectfully. The IHSA has a zero-
tolerance policy for fighting, and any player who throws a punch or engages in a physical
altercation is automatically ejected and subject to additional discipline. Coaches who violate
sportsmanship rules may be suspended or banned from coaching future games.

Taunting, trash talking, and excessive celebrations are prohibited under IHSA football rules.
Players who engage in such behavior may be penalized with unsportsmanlike conduct fouls,
and repeat offenders may face additional consequences. The IHSA encourages teams to
celebrate within the spirit of the game, avoiding actions that could escalate tensions or
disrespect opponents. The sportsmanship rules apply to the entire game environment,
including pregame warm-ups, halftime, and postgame activities.

The IHSA football rules also address the conduct of coaches during games. Coaches are
responsible for the behavior of their players, and they must set an example of
sportsmanship. Any coach who argues with officials, uses profanity, or engages in other
unsportsmanlike behavior may be penalized. In extreme cases, the IHSA can impose
sanctions on a program if a coach's conduct is deemed unacceptable. Game officials have
the authority to eject coaches from the game
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