
Mastering the Pre-game conference 

 
As a young umpire, the pre-game conference is an ideal place for you to establish a peer relationship with both coaches, 

communicate expectations, and establish that you both have and deserve authority over the day’s game. By handling this 
part of the game with confidence you will set the stage for a game in which you maintain control, and can expect positive 

interaction with the participants. 

 

As umpire, you should call the conference 5-10 minutes before the start of the game. Be sensitive to the coaches’ pre-

game efforts (they are trying to see who’s missing, update the lineup, make equipment corrections, talk to parents, and 

warm-up their players), but be assertive when asking each dugout for a coach to represent them at your meeting. You 

stand behind home plate, and each coach stands on opposite sides of home plate; if a base umpire is working with you, 

they will stand opposite you on the other side of home plate. 

 

Introduce yourself to the coaches if you don’t already know them, and let them make introductions to each other. You 

will then go through a quick list of items to put everyone on the same page, and early on you should actually have these 

written down so you get in the habit of covering all of them. It is especially important to do this at the recreational level, 

as each age group has special rules – coaches often coach multiple levels, sometimes in the same day, and you as umpire 

will often work at these levels too, so a reminder is always a good idea. 

 

Ground rules: technically, the ground rules should be conveyed to you by the home team (coach or other representative) 

before the game. The assumption is that you may not be familiar with the field, and the home team has the responsibility 

to tell you about the unique nature of their field. In rec, you are generally all familiar with the field, so it is easier. 

Important things to cover here are: holes or gaps in the fence (if there are any), what will constitute out-of-play (if there 

is no fence, this is often a line - painted or imaginary - running parallel to the foul lines some distance off the field), and 

anything that might interfere with the ball or a player (overhanging trees, signage, foliage, etc.). 

 

Safety equipment / jewelry: remind the coaches that players MUST wear helmets with facemasks while in any on deck 

area, batting, running, or coaching a base, and that jewelry should be removed if possible (sometimes this creates a risk 

of loss if there is no parent available, so press the issue only if you have a real safety concern – hoop earrings, long 

necklaces, etc.). Be aware that as you progress as an umpire there will be more specific equipment checks you will need 

to make, so this is something on your mind before every game. This is also a good time to tell coaches where on-deck 

batters should be, and to remind them to watch the ball at all times while on deck. 

 

Special rules: Every level of softball has some rules variation, so make sure everyone knows about them. A list of the 

most important ones follows: 

 Mouth guards (different positions require them at different age levels) 

 Game length (innings and time) 

 Runs per inning (whether or not continuation applies is important at older age levels) 

 Pitching rules (innings per player, coach-pitch rules) 

 Stealing (rules progress as players age with regard to what/when runners can steal) 

 Dropped 3rd strike (applies to 12U majors and above) 

 Bunting/Slapping (12U minors and up can bunt; 12U majors and up can slap) 

 Infield Fly rule (applies starting in 12U minors) 

 

Weather: The league is responsible for the status of all games until the first pitch is thrown; after that the decision is 

yours. As a general rule, play should be suspended under three conditions: thunder or lightning, rain that creates 

standing water in the infield, rain that impedes visibility enough to impact safety. If bad weather is a possibility, you 

should remind the coaches of the policy for cancellation. BGSL uses a 15-minute rule: if there is lightning or thunder, 

IMMEDIATELY stop play and get the players to the dugout (or cars if there are no dugouts). If there are no further 

rumbles or flashes for 15 minutes, play can resume; if, however, there is more lightning or thunder, the 15-minute clock 

restarts. A delay of more than 30 minutes should result in a called game, but often times the coaches and parents will 

make a decision before that to call things off. 



 

To help you, below is a sample pre-game conference for an intermediate game: 

 

<Umpire assumes position behind home plate and addresses each dugout> 

 

“Could I have a coach from each team please” 

 

<A coach from each team comes out, and all introductions are made> 

 

“Let’s have a look at the field. There are gaps in the fence at each dugout, and there are a couple of spots where the ball 

can roll under the fence down each baseline. If the ball passes through the fence, I will call the play dead and 

baserunners will stop at the next base. It’s unlikely that we’ll have a hit reach the outfield fence, but if that happens and 

the ball rolls behind one of the signs out there, have your fielder hold up her arm and I’ll call dead ball. There is a tree on 

the 3rd base side that is overhanging the fence in foul territory; if a batted ball hits that I’ll call dead ball. 

 

“Please make sure that all of your players have helmets with facemasks at all times, and have them remove any jewelry 

they are wearing. 

 

“We’ll play 6 innings or 90 minutes today. I’ll give you the start time after the first pitch, and we will not start a new 

inning more than 90 minutes from that time. 

 

“Each team will be allowed a maximum of 4 runs per inning, even if more than that score on the final play. Please let me 

know when your team has scored 4 and that will end the at bat. 

 

“Please remind your players that they will start with a count of 1-and-1, and after 4 balls you will come in and pitch to 

your player until she gets a hit or strikes out. My strike zone will be somewhat generous on the sides of the plate because 

we want the girls swinging, but I do not like to reinforce any bad habits by calling high strikes. 

 

“On infield hits runners can only take one base, and on outfield hits they can run until the ball is returned to the pitcher 

or one of the bases. Any runner that starts at 2nd base can score on any hit, so be waiving them home. They can also 

steal 3rd as long as they wait for the pitch to pass home plate. Encourage your catchers to throw down to 3rd on every 

steal – we want them to practice the throw, and there is no penalty for an overthrow. 

 

“It looks as though we may have some rain. We’ll play through any gentle rain, but if it starts coming down hard or there 

is any thunder or lightning I’ll ask you to get your players right into the dugout and we can discuss the delay policy. 

 

<At this point pause and ask if there are any questions> 

 

“Okay, let’s have a fun game.” 

 

<Ask the home team to take their defensive positions, and call up the first away batter when she is ready. Play ball!> 

 

This might seem like a lot, but with practice (and a maybe a note card to look at) you’ll be able to get through it in just a 

couple of minutes. But in doing so, you’ve gotten your lines of communication set up, shown that you know the rules, and 

given everyone a set of expectations that will reduce later questions. Get in the habit of good pre-game conferences, and 

you’re on your way to being a good umpire. 


