
Helena Small Fry Football 
6th Grade Modified Tackle Football Rule Book 

Updated 8-30-2019 
Vision/Rationale/Overview: 

The intent behind Helena Small Fry Football (HSFF) transitioning to a modified tackle format for 6th 
grade students is based on player safety and participation.  By limiting contact, coaches are empowered to lay a 
solid foundation of skills and provide ample repetitions of proper techniques for when contact is introduced in 
upper divisions. It is required by the league that ALL players be provided the opportunity to learn and perform 
these skills in both practices and games.  Coaches will equitably distribute repetitions (playing time) to EVERY 
PLAYER in games and practices regardless of the level of skill players start the season.  Each week every team 
will participate in an “A Game” and “B Game” as done in the past.  Players participating substantially in the “A 
Game” will not participate, or have limited participation in the “B Game”.  Again, coaches must ensure every 
player receives ample participation in both practices and games.   

Coaches will distribute these rules to parents at the start of each season so they have an understanding of 
the goals of this format and what the expect during the season that lies ahead.  This rule book outlines the 
playing rules for Modified Tackle Football, a limited-contact 9-on-9 football game that incorporates standard 
helmets, pants, and shoulder pads with parameters for specific aspects of traditional tackle football. For any 
rules not specifically addressed below, refer to either the Montana High School Association (MHSA) rule book.  
 

Modified Tackle Field Setup:  
● The field of play is the same dimensions used in the past of Junior Division tackle football by HSFF.   
● Each possession to start the half or after a touchdown, the ball will start play at the 20 yard line - game 

start and after scores. (No Kickoffs except inside 2 minutes of the 4th quarter and the score is 13 points 
or less)  

● After a touchback, the drive will start at the team’s 20 yard line.  
● After a safety, the drive will start at midfield.   
 

Team Size and Groupings:  
● Each team has nine players on the field (9 vs. 9). See required positions below  
● 6th Grade: Modified Tackle  

 

Required/Recommended Equipment:  
● The league will provide game day footballs at the start of the season.  
● Each team will use the ball appropriate for its division when on offense.  
● Matching team jerseys provided by the league/team must be worn.  
● Each player on the field must wear league-provided helmet, shoulder pads, and pants unless purchased 

gear has been approved by the HSFF board at the gear distribution day.  Any gear not approved will not 
be permitted to be used.  

● Mouth guards are mandatory and must be readily visible to the game official.  
● Equipment may not be used in an offensive manner; (refer to unnecessary roughness section).  
● Cleats are optional (no metal cleats or metal spikes)  

 

Banned Equipment:  
● Metal spikes; hard casts; unapproved soft shell shoulder pads or soft shell helmets; baseball caps of any 

kind; jewelry: including rings, necklaces and watches; and anything that conceals the flags.  
● Scrum caps, karate helmets, headbands or any other non-approved helmet is not allowed.  



● Beanies and skull caps/wraps are permitted under helmet.  
● Players wearing banned equipment are not allowed back onto the field until the banned equipment is 

removed.  
Coaches:  

The following applies to all coaches:  
● All coaches will have a background check through a third party.  
● Non-coaching parents are not allowed on the team area of the sidelines except as down marker holders.  
● Each coach is expected to read and understand all stated rules in this booklet and have distributed these 

rules to team parents. Any questions should be directed to the league board.  
● All football personnel and coaches will abide by the HSFF Coaches Code of Conduct. Any violation of 

these rules can result in possible expulsion from your coaching privileges.  
● All coaches must coach from the sideline during the “A Game” and must abide by sideline rules defined 

within the MHSA handbook.  1 Coach is permitted to be on the field during the “B Game” to both call 
plays and offer instruction between plays, not during the play. 

● If any coach deliberately and flagrantly violates these rules, the league may suspend the coach without 
prior notice.  

● The head coach shall identify himself to the head official prior to the coin toss.  
● The head coach has final responsibility for his/her actions as well as those of his/her assistant coaches, 

players, staff and parents.  
● When a head coach of record is not present at a game, the assistant coach will act as head coach.  
● The head coach is the only person allowed to speak to a game official. At the game official ’s discretion, 

an unsportsmanlike conduct penalty can be called on other coaches if they continually attempt to speak 
to a game official during the game.  

● All coaches are to be respectful to each other, players, parents and game officials before, during and 
after the games.  

● The game officials are empowered to eject any coach or parent from a game if that coach or parent is 
acting unsportsmanlike, using foul language or is causing a disruption to the game. Swearing and/or 
yelling at a game official because a coach does not agree with a call is not acceptable and will not be 
permitted.  

 

Down marker:  
The following shall apply to down marker responsibilities:  
● Down markers will alternate sidelines during each half of the game  Head coaches are responsible for 

finding volunteers to perform down marker responsibilities each half. (Example: Down markers are on 
team A’s sideline in the 1st half and on team B’s sideline during the second half.)   

● Down marker equipment is provided by the league and can be sticks or cones but must accurately mark 
10 yards.  

● At minimum, this duty must consist of three volunteers who places the first-down marker at the line of 
scrimmage and 10 yards ahead to the “line-to-gain”.  The third volunteer marks the line of scrimmage 
for each subsequent play and marks the down box.  

● The volunteers are considered part of the game officials crew. As such, they can cheer politely and 
engage in normal sideline conversation but must not speak negatively about players, coaches or officials 
and must defer to the game official for all decisions made.  

 

Game officials:  
● The Montana High School Association (MHSA) rule book serves as the foundation for all rules and 

penalties unless specified otherwise below.  
● Game officials will be provided by the league. If a league does not designate a head game official for 

the game, the game officials will determine pregame which of them will serve that role.   



● If officials can not be found or are unavailable, assistant coaches from each participating team may be 
appointed to officiate.  Parents not already coaching will not officiate any games.  

● There will be a minimum of three (3) game officials provided per game, though four (4) is suggested.  
● Game officials are encouraged to identify to coach the player who commits a penalty by number or 

position on the field.  
● Game officials have the final say on-field for all matters and will apply all rules to maintain safety.  
● The game officials are to be treated as professionals. If coaches have a concern with the conduct of any 

game official, notify the league president following the game.  
● Game officials will be provided the necessary equipment to officiate each contest.  
● The head game official is suggested to note each flagrant foul by a player’s number for tracking records.  
● The head game official also is suggested to contact the league president or other board member for any 

extenuating circumstances or events.  
 

Coin toss:  
● Coin toss procedures and guidelines are defined within the MHSA handbook. 
● Choices at the coin toss are defer, offense, defense or end of the field to defend.  
● In overtime, the option to defer is not available. 
 

 

Game and play clock:  
1. 12-minute quarters, 1-minute between quarters, and a 10-minute halftime. A portion of the halftime will 

be devoted to a 3-minute warm-up period as defined in the MHSA handbook.  The clock will 
continually run and will only stop for timeouts, injuries, after the extra point try, and the last two 
minutes of the first half and the last two minutes of the second half if the score of the contest is within 
13 points. Examples of when the clock stops in the last 2 minutes are injuries/player safety, timeouts and 
dead balls in accordance to the MHSA rule book.  

2. The head game official – or a fellow official he designates during pregame – is the official timekeeper 
and scorekeeper.  

3. Each team is entitled to 3 one-minute timeouts per half. The clock restarts on the snap following any 
team time out if within the final two minutes criteria above.  If outside the final two minutes of each 
half, the clock will resume once the ball has been spotted.  Time outs do not carry over into the second 
half or overtime(s). The head coach is responsible for keeping track of time outs.  Calling for a time out 
and not having one available will result in a delay of game penalty and the team is not awarded the time 
out. 

4. A 25-second play clock is enforced with the play clock beginning following the spot of the ball and at 
the head game official’s signal.  

5. Dead balls that stop the clock within the final two minutes are: incomplete passes, any play that ends out 
of bounds, scoring plays, change of possession, timeouts. The clock will also stop for all injury timeouts 
and official timeouts, restarting at the head officials ready to play signal. Penalty clock stoppages are 
held in accordance to MHSA guidelines. The clock is also stopped for the entirety of extra point tries 
within the final two minutes.  

6. If a team is losing by more than 13 points within the final two minutes, the clock does not stop for any 
reason other than timeouts, injury timeouts and official timeouts. If the losing team scores to create a 
deficit of 13 or fewer, clock stoppage criteria applies.  

 

Substitutions and injured players:  
● Free substitutions are in effect at all times between plays.  
● If an injured player remains down on the field, struggles to leave the field or needs assistance, the 

official will signal for the clock to stop. The play clock and game clock both restart upon the player 
leaving the field, the ball being set and both sides being ready to play.  



 

Procedure for injured players:  
● If any game official stops play for an injured player or players to be checked/assisted, the injured player 

must leave the field for at least one play. A team may not “buy” a player back into the game through the 
use of a time out.  

● Head injuries. Any player who receives a head injury – whether a concussion, contusion, cut or other – 
during practice, pregame warm-ups or in-game is not allowed to return to play until cleared by a 
qualified medical professional.  

 

GAMEPLAY  
● There are no kickoffs except with 2 minutes left in the 4th quarter and the score is 13 points or less.  
● Play starts at the offensive team’s 20 yard line on possessions starting each half and after touchdowns.  
● There are nine players on each side of the ball, including a center and two guards on offense.  
● Five players are required on the line of scrimmage. Unbalanced interior lines are not allowed.  Guard 

position players must be on the line on each side of the center and within fingertip reach of the center 
when both center and guard/tackle arms are extended. 

● Tight end(s) and Wide Receiver(s) may line up wide, bunch, or intermediate depths from the interior 
linemen.  Wide receivers and tight ends are not a factor in a balanced line.  Standard rules for eligible 
receivers defined in the MHSA handbook are followed (example: a wide receiver may not “cover up” a 
tight end of slot receivers”.  Wide receivers must “declare” to the official if they are on the line or off at 
the start of each play.)   

● All offensive linemen, except for the center, must be in a 3-point stance.  Defensive tackles and nose 
guards must be in a 3-point stance.  Defensive ends may be in a 2-point stance.  

● The three players who line up at center or guard cannot receive handoffs nor be the initial touch on a 
pass. They may, however, catch tipped passes, at which point they may advance the football and/or 
score. 

● The quarterback may take a direct snap from under center or in the shotgun/pistol position.  All botched 
snaps and fumbles are live for recovery.  If the ball is fumbled and recovered by the defense, the offense 
will take over possession at the point of recovery.  

 

Passing:  
● A forward pass that falls incomplete returns to the previous line of scrimmage.  
● A lateral pass that is thrown behind or in front of the line of scrimmage and touches the ground is a 

fumble and available for the recovery and possible change of possession. 
● A pass is determined to be forward or lateral based on the direction it travels, not by how it is delivered 

(i.e. overhand, underhand, side arm, etc.).  
● The quarterback may spike the ball to stop the clock within the final two minutes of each half, providing 

all offensive players are set. If players are not set, an illegal procedure penalty is enforced and the clock 
restarts on setting the ball.  

● Intentional grounding includes any pass in which is not thrown in the direction of an eligible receiver 
(examples: throwing over the head to avoid sack, thrown out of bounds, etc). 

 

Receiving:  
● Only eligible receivers and a quarterback who has first handed the ball off or thrown a legal lateral pass 

can be the initial receiver on a forward pass. Running backs are eligible receivers.  
● Players must get one foot down in bounds for a completed pass.  
● If an offensive and defensive player catch the ball simultaneously and forward progress is stopped or 

players go to the ground, the ball is declared dead at that spot of the catch and awarded to the offense.  
● The three players lined up at center and guards may not catch a forward pass unless it is first touched by 



an eligible receiver or defensive player. If an ineligible receiver does take possession of a forward pass 
after tipped, the ball may be advanced by the lineman catching the tipped pass.  

 

Blocking: (Overall Theme: STAY ON YOUR FEET!)  
● Lead blocking on all runs is allowed.  
● Pulling offensive linemen is allowed, and all blocking rules apply.  
● Double-teaming and “chip blocking” is allowed. (See “Piling criteria below) 
● When engaging a block, the blocker must come to balance and all initial contact must be made with the 

hands or shoulder. 
● Blocking below the waist, cut blocks, clipping and any blindside crack back blocks – by the offense or 

defense – are assessed appropriate penalties and may result in an ejection if repeated or severe.  This is 
to be determined by the game officials. 

 

Running: 
● The QB can advance the ball during a roll out, scramble, broken play, or designed run.  
● The QB is allowed to run for a pass beyond the line of scrimmage after a pitch or hand off. 
● Designed A gap run plays are allowed.  
● Immediate QB sneaks or delayed draws in the A gap are allowed – even with a blitzing defender. 

 

Pre-snap alignment:  
● The offensive team must have five (5) players on the line of scrimmage at the point of the snap – three 

linemen and one eligible receiver on each side of the field aligned on the ball.  The three other players 
may align in the backfield or as slot receivers.  

● Both guards must line up within both players outstretched arms’ reach of the center. The two eligible 
receivers can be tight or split at the coach’s decision.  

● The offense must have 1 QB and 1 RB in the backfield at the snap at all times within the tackle box. 
● TE’s must align directly next to a guard or just off the ball next to a guard.  
● There is no motions allowed on offense. 
● The defense may not shift or stem their front after they have initially lined up.   
● The defensive team must have a minimum of 2 defensive lineman and a max of 4 defensive lineman, 

except in goal line and short yardage situations, and then 5 maximum are allowed.   
● Linebackers must be no closer than the heels of the defensive linemen (there must be a clear distinction 

between the linemen and linebackers.)  
 

First Downs:  
● The offense has up to four (4) plays to reach a 10-yard first down by run, pass or penalty.  

 

Fourth downs:  
● If the offense fails to make a 1st down in the first 3 downs of the series, on 4th down,  the offensive team 

may choose the following: 
○ Declare a “punt”: there is no rush on the punt attempt.  Both defensive and offensive players 

must remain until the ball has been kicked. 
○ Go for it:  

■ If the offense is successful, the series resumes. 
■ If the offence is unsuccessful, the ball is turned over to the defense at the spot determined 

at the end of the 4th down play.  
 

Touchdowns and scores:  
● When a ball carried by an offensive player breaks the plane of the defensive team's end zone or an 

offensive player gains control of the ball in the defensive team's end zone, it is considered a touchdown.  



● Extra point tries are attempted following all touchdowns with one (1) point from the 3-yard line and two 
(2) points from the 5- yard line.  

● The clock continues to run during extra points unless the touchdown comes in the final two minutes of 
the game with teams within a 13-point margin.  

● If a touchdown is scored as time runs out in the first or second half, the conversion will still take place as 
an untimed down.  

 

Scoring values:  
● Touchdown = 6 points  
● Safety = 2 points 
● PAT, game official will ask if the scoring team will go for 1 or 2 extra points.  
● If the offensive team elects to go for 1, the ball will be placed on the 3-yard line.  
● If the offensive team elects to go for 2, the ball will be placed on the 5-yard line.  
● All rules apply during an extra point the same they do during a regular play.  
● In the event of a penalty on an extra point, the offense cannot change its decision to go for 1 point or 2.  

The ball is spotted at the original determine line (3-yard line for 1 point, 5-yard line for 2 points) 
● In the event of an interception or a fumble caught on the fly during a point-after try, the ball is blown 

dead. There is no return for 2 points.   
 

Ties/Overtime:  
● All ties, regular season and postseason will be addressed with an overtime period until a winner is 

declared.  The procedure for overtime is as follows: 
● A coin toss is used to determine who gets the ball first. The coin toss winner chooses offense or 

defense.  
● The ball is placed at the defensive team’s 10-yard line.  
● There are one time out per possession/overtime per team, and none carry over from regulation.  
● If a team turns the ball over or runs out of downs, the possession is over.  
● As in regulation, extra point attempts may not be returned for points by the defense.  
● Both teams get possession of the ball with the team scoring more points declared the winner. If 

the score remains tied at the end of overtime, the teams can play another overtime.  
● For all overtime periods beyond the first, teams simply alternate possession and remain on the 

same side of the field. (AB-BA) There is no second coin flip.  
● This process is repeated with teams having equal chances to score until a tie no longer exists 

after a complete series of AB or BA. 
● During all overtime periods after the first overtime, the offensive team must go for 2-points on 

all scores.  
 

Blitzing/rushing rule:  
● Blitzing is defined as any predetermined penetration by a linebacker or defensive back.  
● The blitzing defender must be positioned at least from linebacker depth to blitz.   

 

Mercy Rules: 
● Once the score is 30 or greater, the winner is declared.  Teams will continue to play for the remainder of 

the scheduled time to allow playing time/repetitions for player development. The clock will be a running 
clock for the remainder of the game. Both B teams will be inserted into the game for the remainder of 
the game.  

 

Center:  
● The center must snap the ball between his/her legs.  The snap must be continuous, meaning it must pass 

directly and immediately from the center to another player on offense.  Botched direct snaps are eligible 



for recovery by the defense.  
● Center must have both feet behind the scrimmage line with no part of his/her body beyond the forward 

tip of the ball.  
 

Ball Carrier Rules:  
● Players may not hurdle a defensive player that is standing on his feet.  The ball carrier may jump over a 

player who is on the ground. 
 

Turnovers: Fumbles, dead balls and interceptions:  
● All fumbles and botched direct snaps are considered “live” and eligible for recovery by the defense.  
● If the ball is fumbled and recovered by the defense, the recovering team’s offense will take over 

possession wherever the recovering team is considered down.  If a fumble is recovered by the defense in 
the end zone, the ball is moved to the 20 yard line for the next series. 

● An interception can be advanced by the intercepting team.  The play is dead once the intercepting player 
is tackled, runs out of bounds, falls down, or returns the interception for a touchdown. 

● A player may strip anyone of the ball.  
 

A Gap:  
● The A gap is the area between the center and the guards. 
● Defenders on the line of scrimmage can line up directly over the center and may immediately engage the 

center.   
○ Linebackers and defensive backs can blitz the A gap as long as they are behind the heels of the 

defense when the ball is snapped.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

PENALTIES  
        We will follow the MHSA rule book on penalties to better align with Montana High School Football 
         Rules and give our players, coaches, and referees a good consistent experience each game.  Only  
         Exceptions to these rules are outlined above and are specific to HSFF only.   

 
 

STANDINGS  
Standings will be based on the following order:  

A. win %, then  
B. number of wins, then 
C. head to head, and then  
D. coin flip (to determine playoff seeding).  

 
Helena Small Fry Football reserves the right to modify or change these rules at any time throughout the  

season.  


