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“Everything you want in a kid’s book”

—Associated Press

The Everything Kids’ Football Book, 7th Edition

All-Time Greats, Legendary Teams, and Today’s Favorite Players—with Tips on Playing Like a Pro

Greg Jacobs
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DEDICATION

To Milo, even though he has no interest in football…






INTRODUCTION

Whether you know a lot about football or hardly anything at all, this book has something to offer you. If you’re relatively new to football or if you’re looking for new ways to play, Chapter 1 will answer all of your questions. Both longtime and new fans will enjoy the two chapters on professional football and the one on college football. It is easy to find a high school game to watch locally or college and pro games on TV. But for the players and coaches, the game itself represents the high point of weeks of preparation. It’s not often that a telecast or newspaper report tells fans much about what goes on for a team before game day. This book can help. Two chapters will give you some insight into the daily efforts of a team: Chapter 5, about high school football, tells you about life around the team, and Chapter 9 talks about the people who make big contributions to the game behind the scenes. In this edition is a description of how scouts and statisticians help teams win, and help fans follow the game. There is also advice on starting and running your very own fantasy football league in Chapter 8.

If you’ve mastered the basics of football or want to learn more about the “Xs and Os,” there are two chapters to help you: one about offense and one about defense. Hopefully, this book will be able to teach you something about football, no matter what you already know or don’t know. Enjoy!







Chapter 1 PLAYING THE GAME
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Where Did Football Come From?

In most countries other than the United States, when people talk about football they mean the game we call soccer. Here in the United States, football actually means football, as in the game you play with a brown, oval-shaped ball.

For most of history, people have played games with balls and goals. At least five hundred years ago in England, the game we call soccer developed. In soccer, players try to put a round ball into a goal without using their hands.

In the early 1800s, players at the Rugby School in England started cheating. Instead of kicking the ball, they picked it up and ran with it into the goal. Some teams liked to play against the Rugby School—they just tackled whoever picked up the ball! Other teams wanted to play soccer the normal way. Soon two separate forms of the sport were played. In rugby, players were supposed to run with the ball, and defenders were supposed to tackle the ballcarrier to the ground.
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NFL: NFL stands for National Football League. The NFL consists of thirty-two teams that play televised games each Sunday—and sometimes Thursday and Monday—in the fall.



Americans picked up the game of rugby, but every team wanted to play by different rules. In the late 1800s, several colleges and athletic clubs in America played games similar to rugby. East Coast universities such as Princeton, Rutgers, Harvard, and Yale eventually got together to try to standardize the rules.

By the turn of the century, American rugby had changed enough that you probably could have recognized the game as football. Every play was a running play. Blockers (without much padding) slammed into each other as hard as they could. There were so many injuries, in fact, that many people tried to ban the sport. At the personal request of President Theodore Roosevelt, Yale athletic director Walter Camp led a commission that created a more exciting and less dangerous game than had been played before. It was Camp who insisted that eleven players was the right number for a team. He invented the idea that the offense had to gain yardage to get a first down. Most importantly, Camp revolutionized football by inventing the forward pass.


College Football

College football in the early 1900s was dominated by the northeastern colleges that are now part of the Ivy League. In fact, it was 1912 before a non–Ivy League school won a national championship. College—not pro—football was the popular spectator sport through the first half of the 1900s. Colleges throughout the country formed teams, and more and more people started watching and playing football. The college bowl games on New Year’s Day were the highlight of each season.

In the 1920s, colleges all over the country played football. Professional teams had started playing in the Midwest. Both the pro and college games were well known and well followed. However, football didn’t become the big deal that it is now until after the Great Depression and World War II.


Find the Flag

Can you find the seven times the word FLAG is hidden in this game of flag football?
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TV Makes Football Popular

By the end of the 1950s, most families had a TV set in their home. Televised football made the game even more popular and provided a good deal of money for team owners. The Super Bowl, first played in 1967, became the most important sporting event in America.

Today, you’ll see both college and pro football on TV—college on Saturday, pro on Sunday. Many college teams and almost all pro teams sell out their stadiums every week. High schools and youth leagues stage games each week, giving more people a chance to play the game.


Football GREAT

George “Papa Bear” Halas

George Halas played for the company football team at a starch plant in Decatur, Illinois, in the 1910s. Under his leadership, his company team became the Decatur Staleys of the National Football League. He moved the team to Chicago and renamed it the Bears in 1922. Halas ran pretty much the entire Bears organization: He played, he coached, he recruited, and he even sold tickets! In recognition of Papa Bear’s contributions to his team and to the NFL, the Bears uniforms have sometimes shown Halas’s initials, GSH, on the sleeve.




Rules of the Game

At first glance, football’s rules seem very complicated. The official rulebook is more than two hundred pages long. But you don’t need to understand every little detail to know how to play. Just know the basics, and you’ll figure out the complex stuff over the years.

The Simple Rules

A football game consists of four quarters, two in each half. In high school, the quarters are twelve minutes long. In college and in the NFL, the quarters are fifteen minutes long. Whichever team has more points at the end of the four quarters wins. If the game is tied, the teams usually play overtime. The rules for overtime are different for different levels of play. A football field has a 100-yard playing field and two 10-yard end zones. The offense scores points by getting the ball into the other team’s end zone, and the defense protects its end zone by keeping the other team as far away from it as possible.

Scoring

There are four ways for the offense to score.
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1. Touchdown—6 points. Run the ball into the end zone or catch the ball in the end zone.

	
2. Extra point—1 point. After a touchdown, the offense gets one free play. If they kick the ball through the goalposts, they get 1 more point.

	
3. Two-point conversion—2 points. Instead of kicking an extra point after a touchdown, the offense can try to get the ball into the end zone. If they succeed on that play, they get 2 more points.

	
4. Field goal—3 points. Kick the ball through the goalposts.



Offensive Rules

A play starts when the center hikes, or “snaps,” the ball between his legs to the quarterback. Until the snap, most of the offensive players must not move. Usually the quarterback does one of two things after the snap:


	He gives the ball to a running back, who runs with the ball behind his blockers.

	He drops back to try to pass the ball to a receiver while the blockers protect him.



In a running play, all of the offensive players are supposed to block. This means that they push the defensive players out of the way so that the running back has room to run. On a passing play, the receivers run down the field, trying to get open so they can catch a pass, while the linemen stay near the quarterback to block the defenders trying to sack him. If one of the receivers catches the ball, then he can keep running. However, if the ball hits the ground before anyone catches it, that’s called an incomplete pass and the offense has to try again from the same spot.

Whether they run or pass, the offense has to keep moving if they want to keep the ball. They have four plays, called downs, to advance 10 yards. If they make the 10 yards, they are awarded a first down, and they keep the ball. If they don’t get those 10 yards, then the defense gets the ball.
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PLAY: In soccer or basketball, once the game starts, it keeps going for a long time. In football, once someone is tackled, the game stops for everyone to line up and start again. A play is the action that happens after the ball is hiked and before someone is tackled. Plays can usually be described as passing plays or running plays.

SACK: When the defense tackles the quarterback before he has a chance to pass the ball, that’s called a sack. Bruce Smith, who played most of his career for the Buffalo Bills, sacked the quarterback two hundred times and holds the all-time NFL record.

OFFENSE AND DEFENSE: The team of eleven players that controls the ball is the offense. They try to run or pass the ball down the field toward the end zone. The team of eleven players without the ball is the defense. They try to tackle the offensive player with the ball, and they try to knock down or intercept passes.



Fourth down is the offense’s last chance to finish gaining their 10 yards to keep the ball. Often, the offense realizes that they’re probably not going to get a first down. So they can choose to punt: They kick the ball down the field. The other team then gets the ball, but way farther back than if the offense hadn’t punted.
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HOLDING: Neither offensive nor defensive players are ever allowed to hold a player who doesn’t have the ball. This means no jersey grabbing, hugging, or tackling. Holding usually results in a 10-yard penalty. (Of course, the defense is supposed to do these things to the person who’s carrying the ball!)

PASS INTERFERENCE: When a pass is in the air, the defense can’t make contact with the receivers. If they do, the penalty is called pass interference, and it usually costs 15 yards—sometimes even more in the NFL.



Defensive Rules

The defense, like the offense, is allowed to put eleven players on the field. Unlike the offense, the defense can move around before the snap. On running plays, defensive players are allowed to collide with blockers to knock them out of the way while they try to tackle the ballcarrier. On passing plays, though, there are stricter rules about contact. No one is allowed to interfere with a receiver trying to catch the ball.

The defense’s job is to keep the offense from getting a first down. They can do even better, though, by forcing a turnover. If a runner drops the ball, which is called a fumble, the defense can pick it up and keep the ball. If the defense catches a pass, that’s called an interception, and the defense gets to keep the ball.


FUN FACT

The Defense Can Score Too

Sometimes the offense can’t move forward because the defense tackles the ballcarrier behind the spot where they started the play. If the defense pushes the offense so far back that the ballcarrier is tackled in the end zone, the team on defense gets 2 points. This play is called a safety.




You Can Play Too

Most college and professional football players are well over 6 feet tall and weigh more than 200 pounds. You’d never be able to tackle them, even if you and all of your friends tried together. But that doesn’t mean you can’t play football. Kids’ football leagues make sure that everyone, no matter how big or small, can play.

One way of making a game competitive is to be sure that all the players are about the same size. The country’s oldest and best-known youth football organization, Pop Warner, takes this approach. Kids as young as five years old can join a team, and there are divisions for kids up to sixteen years old.

Pop Warner teams play tackle football in helmets and pads, and the rules are adjusted for the ages of the players. (For example, the five- to seven-year-olds can play on an 80-yard field.) Games are just like high school games, with ten- to twelve-minute quarters. However, unlike at higher levels of football, in Pop Warner every player must participate in every game. The rules provide a penalty for teams that don’t play all their players.

Pop Warner teams compete in local leagues, usually playing about six to eight games each fall. But the teams start with practice. Each year, players spend a week or so conditioning and then learning the fundamentals of blocking and tackling before they even put on pads. Then, more practices in pads are required. By the time the team is ready for the first game, everyone on the team knows what to do. Football is a complicated game, so the practice time pays off when it’s time to compete.

All of the Pop Warner teams nationally are broken into associations of a few local teams each. The winner of an association can advance to playoffs, with each round consisting of the winners of a larger area. With enough wins, a team can advance to the national tournament. There, the best teams nationwide from each age group play off to crown a national champion.

Of course, there are other youth football organizations besides Pop Warner. In some areas, each city sponsors teams. There are also police leagues, independent leagues, Boys & Girls Clubs of America leagues, county leagues, even leagues of elementary or middle school teams. Most of these leagues operate similarly to Pop Warners—they match players of similar age and size, provide equipment and coaching, and play a weekly schedule.


Football GREAT

Glenn Scobey “Pop” Warner

Pop Warner was a standout football player at Cornell University who went on to coach college football for forty-five years, starting in 1895. He is the one who had the idea for players to wear numbers, and he also introduced the huddle and many other common football techniques. He supported a youth football league in Philadelphia in the 1930s. The league eventually became the Pop Warner Conference.




Skills for Every Type of Player

One of the great things about football is that most anyone can find a position that they’re good at, especially on a kids’ team. The three most important features of a football player are strength, speed, and football smarts. At your age, all of these skills are best developed by playing a lot. Older players—starting in high school—put themselves through complex weightlifting or speed training programs. That’s important for older players, but until you get to high school, just play as much as you can, and you’ll find that your body grows into its skills.

If you are one of the fastest in your class, then you should try playing receiver or cornerback. If you’re one of the biggest or strongest, then you could be a linebacker, a lineman, or a running back. And if you can throw the ball and make quick decisions, you might be an excellent quarterback.
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For Experts Only: The Strangest Rule

All football experts know that if the player catching a kickoff or a punt waves his arm over his head it’s called a fair catch, and the kicking team has to give him space to catch the ball. But do you know what a fair catch kick is? In the NFL and in high school, the receiving team is allowed to try a field goal from the spot of the fair catch, without anyone trying to block the kick. There’s no snap—someone just holds the ball, and the kicker gets a free kick worth 3 points if it goes through the uprights.



Some people grow stronger, faster, or smarter than others. We can’t all have the body of J.J. Watt or the intelligence of Richard Sherman. You might think you’re too slow to be a receiver. But as your legs get longer and your muscles get bigger, your speed will improve. If you know exactly where to throw the ball but your arm is too weak to get the ball there, don’t give up the thought of being a quarterback. Keep practicing for a few years, and you could find that all of a sudden your throws are right on target. On that same note, remember that the folks you play against are also not fully grown. If you’re the biggest player on your team, you might think that you should stick to playing offensive line or running back. What happens, though, if next year your teammates are all your size or bigger? There’s no reason you shouldn’t try playing every position, learning the necessary skills, and having fun.


Is Football Safe?

Any sport, especially contact sports like football, soccer, or basketball, means risking injury, including concussions. A concussion is an injury to the head, particularly the brain, frequently involving a loss of consciousness and dizziness.

Most of the hits to your head playing a sport will just end up bruising on the surface. The skull does a really good job protecting your brain. But sometimes the hit is so hard, your brain gets injured. That’s a concussion, and you have to look out for it.

Some signs of a concussion include:


	Vomiting

	Dizziness or walking unsteadily

	Different-sized pupils or pupils that don’t react to light

	Talking that makes no sense

	Losing consciousness



If you hit your head it could be a serious injury. Make sure you tell an adult right away. You will be evaluated by an adult to see if you might have had a concussion. Your football team or association will have rules covering when you will be able to play again. It’s important to avoid playing until you’re cleared.

Football Is a Team Game

The number one goal in football is for the team to win. That might mean you have to play your second-favorite position. Your coaches know what’s best, and you have to trust them to balance the goals of playing everyone and winning as well.

You might even have to wait your turn to play. If you aren’t in the game and your team scores a touchdown, cheer with them just as if you had been playing. Everyone will see what a good sport you are and what a great, positive attitude you have, even when you don’t get to do exactly what you want. Maybe later in the game you’ll get your chance. Don’t you hope that when you score, your teammates celebrate with you?


Woofball

Use a light color of marker to highlight all the letters that are not W, F, or B. Read the highlighted letters to find the answer to the riddle!
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Backyard Football

Organized youth football leagues only play one game per week, but you want to play more football than that, right? While a league is the only way to get involved in tackle football with pads and helmets, there’s no reason you can’t play a scaled-down version of the game on a playground or in your backyard.
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USA Football

The NFL created an organization called USA Football that supports all youth football leagues. You can go to its site (www.usafootball.com) for information on a league close to you, training sessions, health and safety in football, or even how to become a football official.



Tackling

One substitute for tackle football is flag football. In flag football, everyone wears a loose belt with ribbons, called flags, on it. Instead of tackling the player with the ball, you pull the flags off the ballcarrier’s belt. Flag football can be played by people of all ages and with lots of different rules. In the leagues sponsored by the NFL, teams of five players play on a 50-yard field. In another version of flag football that is played on college campuses, teams of seven players play on an 80-yard field. You can play anywhere—just put some cones or books on the ground to show where the end zones are.

Probably the most common way to simulate tackle football is to play touch football. When someone touches the ballcarrier with both hands, the play ends. Since no equipment at all is required (other than a ball, of course), touch football is perhaps the most widely played version of the sport.


FUN FACT

Safety First

It’s not smart to play full-contact football without pads, especially if some of the players are smaller than others. Blocking and tackling are certainly an important part of the official game of football, but you can design games that focus on other football skills by making up different ways to “tackle” and “block.”



Blocking

You can avoid tackling people in your backyard by playing touch or flag football, but how do you block? If everyone’s about the same size, and if most of you have learned proper blocking form, you might just block normally. But a more common method used in flag football is to block like you play defense in basketball: Shuffle your feet, and establish a position so that no one can get by you. Then, if someone runs you over, he’s committed a foul (like charging in basketball).

You can eliminate the blocking parts of the game altogether. Unless you have a huge number of players, make the rules so the offense usually passes, and make it difficult to rush the quarterback. Here are some ideas:


	
Use a rush count. This means that anyone who wants to rush the quarterback has to stay at the line of scrimmage and count out loud: “1-Mississippi, 2-Mississippi…” The rusher can cross the line after “5-Mississippi.”

	
Make every two completions worth a first down. You don’t have a chain gang on the playground, anyway. Backward passes, or passes thrown behind the line of scrimmage, don’t count. This way, the offense is still allowed to run, but they’re usually going to pass in order to keep getting first downs.

	
Don’t let the quarterback run with the ball unless the defense crosses the line of scrimmage. Just like you can let the defense blitz once every four downs, you can let the quarterback run once every four downs.

	
Only let defenders who lined up 10 yards behind the line of scrimmage rush the quarterback. This rule makes the game a bit more like real football, but it still gives the quarterback enough time to throw passes.
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Buy Some Flags!

One way to give yourself the chance to play football more often is to have some flags available in your house. The best kind of flag football belt fastens with Velcro or with a loose clip so that the whole belt comes off when it’s yanked. Put a big set of flags in a bag, and bring the bag with you anytime you and your friends get together.
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Backyard Football for Just a Few Players

Flag and touch football work best with teams of five to seven players. But what if you don’t have enough for teams that big? Or what if you have an odd number of players so that the teams don’t divide evenly?

Dealing with an odd number of players is simple. Make the person who can throw best the steady quarterback. This player plays quarterback for both teams. If several people want to play quarterback, then rotate who gets to be steady QB every four touchdowns or so.

With teams of three or four, you can use a small field. Put a cone or something at midfield for the first-down marker. Make the rule that you have four plays to get past the cone for a first down, then you have four more plays to score a touchdown.
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CHAIN GANG: In an official football game, a 10-yard chain is carried along the sideline to determine the yardage necessary to make a first down. The people who hold the chain in the right spot for a measurement after each play are called the chain gang.



Kicking Without Goalposts

Unless you are a true football fanatic, you probably don’t have goalposts in your backyard. You’ll need to change the rule about extra points. Give the team that scores a touchdown one free play. They have the choice of trying for 1 or 2 points:


	If they spot the ball at the 3-yard line, they get 1 point for getting into the end zone.

	If they instead spot the ball at the 10-yard line, they get 2 points for getting into the end zone.



Field goals are more difficult. You can just make the rule that field goals don’t count in your game, so everyone has to try for touchdowns. Or you can put a cone 10 or 20 yards from the end zone, and a team who gets past this cone can automatically choose to take 3 points for kicking a field goal. Another option is to award a field goal for a team that can kick the ball so it lands in a small circle in the end zone. Be creative. You can find all kinds of ways to make field goals part of the game, even if you can’t actually kick it through the uprights.
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