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Rugby:  What You Need To Know

Welcome to the Arlington Stallions Rugby Club.  We are very pleased that you have decided to give our exciting sport a try.  This document will provide the basic information you will need to get on the field as soon as possible and to make the experience an enjoyable one.

Who Can Play?

Just about anyone.  There is a role for athletes of all types: short, tall, thin, husky, fast and not-so-fast.  Rugby is, however, a sport that demands a great deal of stamina.  In the early going, you may find yourself fatigued quickly as the pace of the game can be fast and the rest periods short.  Be patient, in the course of training sessions and some conditioning on your own time, you will develop the ability to keep up with and enjoy the game.

The Object of the Game

Rugby is played on a field slightly larger than an American football field with a ball slightly chubbier than a football by teams that have a few more players (15) than a football team.  There is only one referee (who is ALWAYS referred to as “Sir”) and two line judges, who sometimes are able to assist the referee with calls.

The goal of the game obviously, is to score more points than the other team.  Points are scored by touching the ball down over the goal line (called a Try) and penalty kicks, conversion kicks (after a Try) and drop-kicks through the uprights, which are essentially the same as football goalposts.  A Try is worth 5, its conversion is worth 2 and penalty/drop kicks are worth 3 points.

The ball can be advanced toward the opponent’s goal line by running with it, passing it laterally or backward to a teammate who is in a better position to carry it forward or kicking it down the field and chasing it.  Clearly, the team who does not have the ball is going to take aggressive action to prevent the attacking team from moving the ball toward their goal line.

Team Organization

There is no platooning of players throughout a rugby match.  Therefore, players have attacking as well as defensive responsibilities during the course of play.  Since possession of the ball can change from one team to the other at any time, players must be able to switch from playing offense to playing defense instantly.

There are two primary groups of players on a rugby team:  Forwards and Backs.  Forwards are numbered 1 through 8 and Backs are given numbers 9 through 15.  Each player’s number is determined by the position he plays.  Positions are primarily determined by a player’s responsibilities when the play needs to be re-started.  Substitutes wear numbers 16 through 22.

Generally speaking, Forwards are the larger players whose primary responsibility is the winning and maintaining of ball possession and the Backs are the faster, more agile players who take this possession and guide the attack.  However, once play is started, all players may find themselves in a situation of running with the ball, wrestling with an opponent to maintain possession or tackling an attacking opponent.

Basic Rules

There are several basic rules, which must be understood and adhered to in order to play the game productively:

1) The ball cannot be passed forward to a teammate.

2) When tackled, the ball must be released to allow continuation of play.  Within reason, the tackled player can release the ball in a position favorable to his own team.

3) Defending players must remain behind an “off-sides” line when aligning to prevent an attack.

4) Players on the attacking team who wish to get involved in the attack must do so from a position behind the ball moving forward in the direction of the opponents goal line.

Starting and Re-Starting Play

Scrums – Perhaps the most notable aspect of rugby, the Scrum, is an alignment of the Forwards designed to allow each team to fairly contest for possession when play needs to be restarted. The forwards get their position name from where they align themselves in the scrum.  The players are called Props, Hooker, Second Rows, Flankers and the Number Eight.  

The referee will determine that a scrum must occur when open play has broken down on the field without the ball having gone out- of-bounds.  Examples of this might be when a player drops a pass, an offside player unintentionally interferes with play or possession is not established after a tackle. 

The team putting the ball into the scrum has the advantage, but no guarantee, in regaining possession.  A well-drilled group of forwards can either spoil or prevent their opponents’ ability to attain clean ball possession in the scrum.

Line-Outs – When the ball goes out of bounds by crossing a sideline, it is called going into Touch  and the sideline is called the Touchline.  At this point, play is restarted with a Line-Out, which is frequently compared to a jump ball in basketball.  Each team’s forwards arrange themselves in a line perpendicular to the Touchline, a half-meter on their side of the point where the ball went into touch (marked by the Touch Judge), and in a space from 5 to 15 meters from the Touchline.  This results in the two lines of forwards lined up across from each other while they wait for the throw-in, which is the privilege of the team that did not put the ball into touch.

The advantage that the throwing team has is that they know where they plan to throw the ball.  A player will be lifted from his front and back by teammates to receive the throw. The opposing team may also lift a player in an attempt to steal possession or may choose to drive the attacking team back when the jumper gets back on the ground.  They may not initiate contact with the player in the air unless attempting to contest for the thrown ball.

A lineout may consist of anywhere between 3 and 7 players.  The number of players in the line-out is determined by the throwing team. The defending side (the team that put the ball into Touch) must match that number.  The player matching the thrower must stand in the 5 yard channel between the Touchline and the first man in the lineout.  One of the backs (the Scrumhalf) stands just behind the forwards to take the ball they have won from this restart.  All other players must be at least 10 yards back from their forwards.  

Rucks – As stated earlier, when a player is tackled (Remember, the only player that can be tackled is the one with the ball.), he must release the ball so as to allow both teams an opportunity to gain possession and continue play toward the opponents’ goal line.  The ball carrier must release the ball immediately (within reason, as judged by the referee that day) upon being tackled, but is allowed to place it in the direction of his own side.  Any player can pick the ball up, but he must do so while on his feet and after having arrived at the tackle from an onside (from behind his teammate) position.  

If an additional player (from the team opposite that of the player attempting to pick the ball up) arrives at this breakdown without the ball having been cleanly picked up,  he can drive the opponent away from the ball and a Ruck has then formed.  At this point, the ball CANNOT be played with the hands and possession must be established in this situation by moving the ball back with the feet.

Once possession is established at a ruck, today’s rules interpretations will allow a player to put his hands into the ruck to take the ball out and continue play.

As a new player, this aspect of rugby will clearly provide you with the greatest amount of confusion.  The appropriate actions at the ruck will become clearer to you as you watch and play the game.   

Mauls – Frequently, a player is stopped by a defender without being taken to the ground.   At this point, both teams are allowed to attempt to wrestle the ball from the ball carrier (Who should be attempting to continue driving toward the tryline.), provided they enter the fray from an onside position.  This is called a Maul.  

If a team takes the ball into a Maul and does not either continue the drive toward the tryline or produce it to restart an attack, the referee will stop the play and restart it with a scrum awarded to the team which did not take the ball into the maul.

While it is generally accepted that the forwards do most of the work in the rucks and mauls,  it is vital that when a player is tackled, teammates arrive immediately to maintain possession.  If a back is the player closest to a tackle, he needs to immediately get there and participate in the winning of possession.  We call this recycling.

Kick-Offs – Play is started from a kick-off at the halfway line at the beginning of each half and after any points are scored.  The team that received the opening kick-off performs the kick-off in the second half.  After points are scored, the team who was scored upon kicks off to the scoring team.  Both teams generally spread out for the kick-off.  The receiving team must be ten yards back from the halfway line and the teammates of the kicker must not be in front of him when he strikes the ball.

22 Meter Drop-Outs – If the Red team is attacking the Blue team’s tryline, gets the ball over the tryline but doesn’t get it touched down for a try, play is restarted by the Blue team getting a drop-kick from their 22 meter line.  Just as in a kick-off, all of the Blue players must be behind the player making the drop-kick.  Red players may line up as far forward as the 22 meter line, but must also spread out to cover the field.

Additional Aspects of Match Play

Length of Play – A championship or league rugby match consists of two forty-minute halves with a five-minute break for halftime.  Frequently, in tournament play, second/third side or Old Boy matches, matches may consist of halves anywhere from 20-35 minutes.

During the course of play during a match, play may be continuous for anywhere between 5-7 seconds to several minutes.  At higher levels of play, where teams are better at recycling possession in many consecutive tackle situations, length of play is longer and each player’s  fitness level must be greater.

Tactical Kicking – Running the ball is not the only way of advancing toward the opponent’s tryline.  Any player can kick the ball down the field to gain territory at any time.  There are, however, several issues which make this style of attack precarious, the most obvious of which is that it gives your opponent possession of the ball with which to attack your line.

If you kick the ball into touch from behind your 22-meter line, the lineout is your opponent’s from the spot where the ball crossed the touchline.  If you are in front of your 22 when kicking the ball straight into touch, the opponent’s lineout is from the point where the kick was made.

If a ball is kicked into the tryzone and over the deadball line at the back of the tryzone, the defending team gets a scrum from the point where the ball was kicked.

Play does not continue after a missed conversion of a try, but it can after an attempted penalty kick or dropped goal.

Defensive Alignment – This document does not allow all the details of a thorough defensive scheme to be examined.  What is pertinent is that at scrums, rucks and mauls, players must align themselves across the field to cover an attack, but must be no further forward than the last foot of their teammates involved in the ruck/maul/scrum.  Only when the ball is removed from the ball-winning confrontation, can the defenders come forward in an attempt to tackle an opponent as far up the field as possible.

From a lineout, as stated earlier, only two players not immediately in the lineout can be within 10 yards.  Everyone else must stay back until the lineout is over, which is when the ball has been passed out of the lineout, or when it has come back to ground and moved at least one yard toward either tryline.

As the ball is passed from player to player across the field in an attempt to find a point of attack, defensive players must constantly align themselves to help if an attacker cuts back “against the grain” or if the defensive line is penetrated further across the field.

Penalties – Penalties can be called for any one of a number of infringements at the scrum/lineout/ruck/maul as well as foul play, obstruction and offside.  The referee will designate a penalty be holding his arm in the air above his shoulder in the direction of the team being awarded the advantage.  The referee may let the play continue if the non-offending team is in an attacking position that would be better than having play stopped for the penalty.  This is known as playing the advantage.  
When awarded a penalty, a team can place-kick for three points, have a scrum with their put-in at the spot of the penalty, elect to tap the ball through the spot and attack immediately or kick the ball into touch and be given a lineout where the ball crosses the touchline.

Players on the penalized team must retreat 10 yards from the point where the penalty is awarded.  Failure to do so, or complaining to the referee, can result in the penalty being spotted an additional 10 yards further up the field.

Organized Plays

 This document is designed to give the new player an idea of what goes into the general flow of a rugby match.  Within this framework, there is a myriad of organized plays from the lineout, scrum, ruck/maul and in the backline.  You will become more familiar with all of these as training sessions continue.

Position Names and Numbers  

1
Loose Head Prop

6
Flanker

11
Left Wing

2
Hooker



7
Flanker

12
Inside Center

3
Tight Head Prop

8
Number 8

13
Outside Center

4
Lock or Second Row

9
Scrumhalf

14
Right Wing

5
Lock or Second Row

10
Flyhalf


15
Fullback

Player Alignment in Attack from a Scrum











Player Alignment in attack from a Line-Out
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