LINCOLN-WAY AREA RUGBY: 
A Spectator's Guide
RUGBY VS. FOOTBALL  -  One easy way to understand some of the basics of rugby is to be aware of three major differences between rugby and football: 

1. In rugby, the ball cannot be passed forward, - rather, the ball moves laterally from player to player. There is no quarterback in rugby that passes the ball downfield to a receiver - every player on the field is eligible to run with the ball and can pass laterally to any teammate, who then continues downfield. 
2. There is no blocking in rugby. No player can shield or protect the ball carrier, and only the player with the ball can be tackled. 
3. Play in rugby is continuous. The game does not stop when the ball hits the ground or the player with the ball is tackled. Instead, the player who is tackled must immediately let go of the ball, making it available to any player on either team. 

THE TEAM   -  Each team consists of fifteen players: 8 forwards, 6 backs, and a halfback, or 'scrumhalf'. The forwards tend to be the larger, stronger players on the team - they must do much of the pushing, pulling, and scrambling required to win possession of the ball. The backs are the smaller, faster players - they run or kick the ball down field once possession is gained. The scrumhalf is the link between the forwards and the backs; once the forwards gain possession of the ball, it is the scrumhalf's job to pass the ball to the backs.

THE GAME  -  Rugby is played on a field 110 by 75 yards with 20 yard end zones. Goal posts are similar to those in football. The object of the game is to carry or kick the ball into the end zones and touch it down for a try (touchdown). The games consist of two 40-minute halves (30 minutes in high school), with a 5 minute halftime. There are no time-outs, other than for injuries. An injured player has one minute to either 'shake it off' and resume playing, or leave the field. Teams can replace a maximum of four injured players during a game.

SCORING
Try: Similar to a touchdown, except that the ball carrier must not only get the ball into the opponent's 'end zone', they must then touch the ball to the ground. (5 points)

Conversion: After a try, the scoring team can get 2 additional points by place-kicking or drop-kicking the ball through the opponent's uprights and above the crossbar.

Drop goal: At almost any time during the game, and from any point on the field, any player can attempt to drop-kick the ball through the opponent's uprights and above the crossbar. To drop-kick, the kicker drops the ball on the ground and kicks it on the first bounce. (3 points) 

Penalty kick. After certain penalties, the team that did not incur the penalty can choose to try for a penalty goal. The kicker either drop-kicks or place kicks from the point where the penalty occurred. Again, the ball must pass between the uprights and over the crossbar of the opponent's goal. (3 points)

MAKING PROGRESS  -  There are two ways of getting the ball downfield and across the opponent's 'try line' (the rugby equivalent of the goal line). Any player, usually one of the backs, can pass laterally to a teammate who is moving up the field. Ideally, a player will run upfield with the ball until they are about to be tackled, and at the last moment will pass to a teammate who is 'in support', or running close by ready to receive a pass. Support is one of the key factors in the game, for a team that supports well has a greater chance of maintaining possession of the ball.

The second way of making progress up the field is to kick the ball forward. The goal of kicking is to move the ball toward the opponent's try line and recover the ball with a better field position; the drawback is that you risk losing the ball to the other team.
Tackles must be made using an arm and shoulder. High tackles are not permitted.  Tackles must be made with the arms wrapped around the opponent’s body below the shoulders. A player may not leave his feet to make a diving tackle or to hurdle an opponent.
AFTER THE TACKLE: RUCKS, MAULS  -  Once the ball carrier is tackled and on the ground, they must immediately release the ball and make an effort to get away from it. The ball then becomes fair game for either team, just as it is in football when someone fumbles.   But rather than scramble madly after the loose ball, the players must try to win possession by pushing the other team away from the ball.  The mass of shoving bodies that forms around the ball is known as a 'ruck' - during a ruck, players cannot reach down and pick the ball up off the ground. Like horses pawing at the turf, the players must use their feet to move the ball back to their own scrumhalf.  
All players must join the ruck from behind the 'hindmost' foot of the last player.  They must bind with one arm round a team-mate at the very back of the ruck.  Players cannot take shortcuts and join from the sides.  If the referee spots this, a penalty will be given to the non-offending team.
Sometimes the ball carrier manages to stay on their feet after being stopped by an opponent. In this case, both teams again try to gain possession of the ball. The ball carrier's teammates will try to protect the ball and get it to their own scrumhalf, while the opposing team tries to wrestle the ball away from the ball carrier. The formation which results is known as a 'maul' - it differs from a ruck in that the ball is up off the ground, and players can use their hands in trying to win possession of the ball.
Teams that are constantly able to control the ball in rucks, mauls and scrums hold a mighty advantage over the opposition.
RESTARTING PLAY: SCRUMS, LINEOUTS  -  Occasionally a player will break one of the myriad of rules that govern the game: they may accidentally pass the ball forward, or forget to release the ball when tackled, or get caught with their hands in the ruck. In these cases play is re-started with a scrum, which is formed by the forwards from each team. Each set of forwards binds together into the scrum formation. When the opposing scrums 'come together', i.e. squat down and lock shoulders, the whole formation resembles a 32-legged spider maneuvering for position. The scrumhalf from the team that did not incur the penalty then puts the ball into the middle of the 'tunnel' formed between the opposing front rows. While the opposing scrums shove against each other, the hooker from each team tries to hook the ball back with their foot through the legs of their own scrum, and the scrumhalf from the team that wins the ball then picks it up and passes it to the backs.  A scrum is finished when the ball has come out of the scrum. 

But in some situations the number 8 (last man in the scrum) may dribble with the ball, keeping it in the scrum. This means the opposing scrum-half cannot get their hands on the ball because it's still in the scrum.  This often happens when the team in possession have an attacking scrum near their opponent's try line. 

If a player from one team kicks or carries the ball out-of-bounds ('into touch' in rugby parlance), the other team then gets to throw the ball into a 'lineout'. The forwards from each team line up parallel to each other, five meters from the touch line at the point where the ball passed into touch. One player stands on the touch line and lofts the ball between the two lines of players, and the forwards from both teams leap up to grab the ball. The player tossing the ball in is not throwing it at random; before the ball is put into play, one player from the team that is throwing in the ball calls out a code - a series of numbers or words - that lets the receiving team know what player in the lineout should receive the ball.
COMMON MISTAKES -  Knock-on: hitting the ball forward accidentally with the hands. 

Forward pass: passing the ball forward rather than laterally. 

Offsides: No player may participate in play unless he either has the ball or is behind the ball. When the ball is kicked forward by a man’s teammate from behind, that man is off side until he either retreats behind or is passed by the kicker. Off side may also occur when a player crosses the off side line of a scrum, ruck, maul or line out. The penalty is uniform, a "free" kick from the point of infraction, or a scrum, in the case of off side after a kick, at the point where the kick was taken.
When the forwards are struggling to gain possession of the ball - for instance, in a ruck or a maul - the backs cannot move in front of the ball. The offsides law also makes it illegal to kick the ball to a teammate that is downfield from the kicker. 

High tackle: tackling the ball carrier above the collar - it's illegal to tackle up around the ears.

Playing the person: tackling or interfering with someone who is not carrying the ball.

Shepherding: interfering with an opponent who is trying to tackle the ball carrier.

Failure to release: not letting go of the ball when tackled.

Not in straight: during either the scrum or the line-out, the player putting the ball into play must not give their team an advantage by tossing it toward their own side. The player must toss the ball directly down the center of the lineout, or down the middle of the tunnel formed at the scrum.

Some of the above penalties are settled by a scrum - the team that did not incur the penalty gets to put the ball into play. For the more serious infractions, including offsides and high tackling, the team that incurs the penalty must drop back 10 yards from the point of infraction (marked by the referee).  The team with the ball can then either run with it or pass it to his teammates, kick it downfield, or try for a 3 point penalty goal.  Field position and strategy generally dictates what action is taken.
ADVANTAGE - The advantage law allows the game to keep moving providing something good occurs to the side that did not break the Laws. If a team knocks or throws forward and their side is awarded a scrum, it is because the opposition committed an infringement first and the referee was applying advantage. 
The Field of Play: A Rugby Pitch
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