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INTRODUCTION:
WHY
UNDERSTANDING
AMERICAN
FOOTBALL
POSITIONS
MATTERS

If you’ve ever watched
an  American  football
g a m e  a n d  f e l t
completely  lost  when
the  announcer  starts
t a l k i n g  a b o u t
“weakside linebackers”
or “split ends,” you are
not  alone.  The  sport
c a n  s e e m

chaotic—twenty-two
players  moving  at
once, strange huddles,
and  numbers  that
s e e m  t o  m e a n
something  but  don’t
a l w a y s  m a t c h  a
player’s role. The good
news is that the game
is  actually  built  on
clear  structure,  and
once  you  learn  the
b a s i c  A m e r i c a n
Football  Positions
F o r  D u m m i e s
approach,  everything
starts  to  make  sense.
Whether you are a new
fan trying to follow the
Super  Bowl,  a  parent
whose child just joined
a  youth  league,  or
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someone  who  simply
wants  to  understand
what  the  quarterback
actually  does  besides
throw  the  ball,  this
guide will  break down
every  pos i t i on  i n
s i m p l e ,  h u m a n
language.  We’ll  cover
offense,  defense,  and
s p e c i a l  t e a m s ,
explaining who lines up
where ,  what  each
player  is  responsible
fo r ,  and  why  tha t
matters  to  the  game.
By  the  time  you  finish
reading, you’ll be able
to  watch  a  play  and
actually  know  what
each player is trying to
do. Let’s start with the
most visible group: the
offense.

OFFENSIVE
POSITIONS: THE
STARS AND THE
WORKHORSES

The  offense  is  the  unit
that  has  the  ball  and
tries to move it  down

the  field  to  score
po in ts .  There  a re
eleven  p layers  on
offense,  and  they  all
have  specific  jobs.
S o m e  g e t  g l o r y
(quarterbacks,  wide
receivers), while others
to i l  i n  anonymi ty
(offensive  linemen).  All
are essential.

Quarterb
ack (QB)
– The
Field
General
If  you  know only  one
position, this is it. The
quarterback  is  the
leader  of  the  offense.
He  receives  the  snap
from  the  center  and
then either  hands  the
ball  off  to  a  running
back,  throws  it  to  a
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receiver, or runs with it
himself.  The  QB  must
read the defense,  call
audibles  (changes  to
the play at the line of
scrimmage), and make
split-second  decisions
u n d e r  e n o r m o u s
p r e s s u r e .  G r e a t
quarterbacks are often
the  highest-paid  and
most  recognizable
players  in  the  league.
In  youth  and  college
football,  the QB wears
a  j e r s e y  n u m b e r
between 1 and 19, but
in  the  NFL,  they  can
wear any number from
1 to 19 as well (though
s o m e  r u l e s  h a v e
changed).  Key  skills:
a r m  s t r e n g t h ,
accuracy,  field  vision,
leadership.

Running

Back (RB)
– The
Motor of
the
Ground
Game
Running backs line up
e i ther  beh ind  the
quarterback  or  beside
h i m  ( i n  t h e
“backfield”).  Their
primary job is  to take
handoffs  and  run  the
ball  forward.  But  they
also  block  for  the  QB
on  passing  plays  and
catch passes out of the
backfield.  There  are
t w o  m a i n  t y p e s :
halfbacks  (the  main
rusher)  and fullbacks
(a  bigger,  blocking-
heavy back who clears
t h e  w a y  f o r  t h e
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halfback).  In  modern
football,  fullbacks  are
becoming  rare,  but
they  stil l  appear  in
cer ta in  schemes .
Running  backs  wear
n u m b e r s  2 0 - 4 9
typically.  Key  skills:
speed,  agility,  vision,
toughness.

Wide
Receiver
(WR) –
The
Speedste
rs Who
Catch the
Ball
Wide receivers line up
on the outer edges of
the  formation,  usually

sp l i t  f a r  f rom  the
offensive  line.  Their
ma in  job  i s  to  run
p r e c i s e  r o u t e s
downfield  and  catch
p a s s e s  f r o m  t h e
quarterback. Some are
built  for  speed  (deep
threats),  others  for
possession  (short,
reliable  catches  over
the middle).  Receivers
must  have  excellent
hands,  route-running
ability, and the burst to
s e p a r a t e  f r o m
defensive  backs.  They
usually  wear  numbers
10-19  or  80-89.  In  a
typical offense, you will
see two, three, or even
four wide receivers on
the  field  at  once.  Key
s k i l l s :  c a t c h i n g ,
qu i ckness ,  r ou te
precision.

Tight End
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(TE) – The
Hardest
Worker
on

Offense
Tight  ends  are  hybrid
players  who  line  up
next  to  the  offensive
tackle.  They  are  big
e n o u g h  t o  b l o c k
defensive  ends  and
fast enough to run pass
routes  and  catch  the
ball.  A good tight end
is  a  quarterback’s
safety  valve—often
u s e d  o n  s h o r t  o r
intermediate  routes
over the middle. In the
red zone (near the goal
line),  tight  ends  are
f a v o r i t e  t a r g e t s
because  their  s ize
m a k e s  t h e m
mismatches  against

smal ler  defensive
backs .  They  wear
numbers  80-89  (or
40-49 in some cases).
Key  skills:  blocking
s t r e n g t h ,  p a s s -
catching, versatility.

Offensive
Line (OL)
– The
Unsung
Heroes
The  offensive  line
consists of five players:
the center (who snaps
the  ball),  two  guards
(on  either  side  of  the
c e n t e r ) ,  a n d  t w o
t a c k l e s  ( o n  t h e
outside  edges).  Their
job is simple in concept
but brutal in execution:
p r o t e c t  t h e
quarterback and create
running  lanes  for  the
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backs.  Offensive
linemen  are  typically
the  biggest,  strongest
players  on  the  field,
but  they  also  need
quick  feet  to  handle
pass  rushers.  They
wear  numbers  50-79.
You  will  rarely  hear
their  names  unless
they  make  a  mistake
or a spectacular block,
but  no  offense
succeeds  wi thout
them.  Key  sk i l l s :
strength,  leverage,
teamwork,  footwork.

DEFENSIVE
POSITIONS: THE
FORCE THAT
STOPS THE
OFFENSE

The  defense  also  has
eleven  players.  Their
goal  is  to prevent the
offense  from  gaining
yards  and,  ideally,  to
f o r c e  a  t u r n o v e r
( f u m b l e  o r
interception) or a punt.
Defenses  come  in

different  alignments
(3-4, 4-3, nickel,  etc.),
but the position names
are fairly consistent.

Defensive
Line (DL)
– The Big
Men Up
Front
The  defensive  l ine
includes  defensive
ends  (on  the  edges)
a n d  d e f e n s i v e
tackles  (inside).  In  a
4-3 defense, there are
four linemen: two ends
and  two  tackles.  In  a
3-4 defense, there are
three  linemen:  one
nose  tackle  (or  nose
guard)  and  two  ends.
Their job is to rush the
passer,  stop  the  run,
and  occupy  offensive
l i n e m e n  s o  t h a t



American Football Positions For Dummies 7

7

linebackers  can  make
plays.  Defensive  ends
tend to  be faster  and
better at getting to the
quarterback; defensive
tackles  are  usually
larger  and  focus  on
clogging  the  middle.
They  wear  numbers
50-79  or  90-99.  Key
s k i l l s :  p o w e r ,
e x p l o s i o n ,  h a n d
technique, endurance.

Lineback
ers (LB) –
The
Playmake
rs in the
Middle
Linebackers  line  up
behind  the  defensive
line. In a 4-3 defense,
t h e r e  a r e  t h r e e

linebackers:  a  middle
linebacker (or “Mike”)
a n d  t w o  outs ide
linebackers (Sam and
Will). In a 3-4 defense,
t h e r e  a r e  f o u r
linebackers: two inside
a n d  t w o  o u t s i d e .
Linebackers  must  be
versatile—they  drop
into  pass  coverage,
blitz  the  quarterback,
and tackle ball carriers.
The  middle  linebacker
i s  o f t e n  t h e
quarterback  of  the
defense,  calling  plays
a n d  a d j u s t i n g
alignments.  Outside
linebackers in a 3-4 are
o f t e n  p a s s - r u s h
specialists.  They  wear
numbers  40-59  or
90-99.  Key  sk i l l s :
t a c k l i n g ,  s p e e d ,
inst inct,  coverage
abil ity.

Defensive
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Backs
(DB) –
The
Cover

Men
Defensive  backs  are
d i v i d e d  i n t o
cornerbacks  and
safeties. They are the
last  line  of  defense,
r e s p o n s i b l e  f o r
c o v e r i n g  w i d e
r e c e i v e r s  a n d
preventing  big  pass
plays.  Cornerbacks
typically line up on the
outside,  mirroring
receivers  one-on-one.
Safeties  play  deeper,
over the top, providing
help  over  the  middle
and  against  the  run.
The  two  main  safety
posit ions  are  free
safety  (usually  the

deep  center  fielder)
and  strong  safety
(more  involved  in  run
support  and  covering
tight  ends).  Defensive
backs  wear  numbers
20 -49 .  I n  modern
football,  the  nickel
back  (a  fifth  defensive
b a c k )  i s  u s e d  i n
passing situations, and
the  dime  back  (a
s i x th )  i n  obv i ous
passing  downs.  Key
skills:  speed,  agility,
ball  skills,  tackling.

SPECIAL TEAMS
POSITIONS: THE
GAME WITHIN THE
GAME

About  one-third  of  all
p lays  in  a  footbal l
game  involve  special
teams.  These  units
h a n d l e  k i c k i n g ,
punting,  and  returns.
W h i l e  o f t e n
overlooked,  special
teams  can  s ing le-
handedly win or lose a
game.
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Kicker (K)
– The
Scoring
Machine
T h e  k i c k e r  i s
responsible  for  field
goals  (worth  three
points),  extra  points
(one  po int  a f ter  a
t o u c h d o w n ) ,  a n d
kickoffs.  Accuracy  and
l e g  s t r e n g t h  a r e
critical.  Kickers  are
o f t e n  t h e  m o s t
maligned players when
they miss, but they can
also  be  heroes.  They
usually  wear  numbers
1-19.

Punter (P)

– The
Field
Position
Expert
When  the  offense  fails
to get a first down, the
punter kicks the ball to
the other team as far
downfield  as  possible,
pinning  them  deep.
Punters  also  often
serve as the holder for
field  goal  attempts.
They  wear  numbers
1-19.  Hang  time  and
net  yardage  are  key
stats.

Long
Snapper
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(LS) – The
Precision

Specialist
A  long  snapper  is  a
dedicated  player  who
snaps  the  bal l  7-8
yards  back  to  the
punter  or  holder  on
field goals. It is a highly
s p e c i a l i z e d  r o l e
requir ing  extreme
a c c u r a c y  u n d e r
p r e s s u r e .  L o n g
snappers  often  wear
numbers  40-59  or
90-99.

Kick
Returner
/ Punt

Returner
(KR/PR) –
The
Spark
Plugs
The  returner  catches
the  kicked  ball  and
tries to run it back as
far  as  possible.  These
are  often  the  fastest,
shiftiest players on the
team—sometimes  a
w i d e  r e c e i v e r  o r
running back who also
plays on special teams.
They  wear  numbers
1-19  or  20-49.

HOW TO
RECOGNIZE
POSITIONS BY
NUMBERS AND
ALIGNMENT

O n e  q u i c k  w a y  t o
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identify  positions  for
beginners:  in the NFL,
jersey  numbers  have
historically been tied to
p o s i t i o n  g r o u p s
(though  recent  rule
changes  allow  more
flexibility).  The
traditional  numbering
system:

1–19:
Quarterbacks,
kickers, punters
(and now
receivers can
also wear this
range).
20–49: Running
backs, defensive
backs.
50–59:
Linebackers,
centers (and
sometimes
offensive
linemen).
60–79: Offensive
and defensive
linemen
(interior).
80–89: Wide
receivers, tight

ends (though
many receivers
now wear
numbers in the
teens).
90–99:
Defensive
linemen and
linebackers.

Alignment  is  also  a
clue: if a player is lined
u p  o n  t h e  l i n e  o f
scrimmage but not on
the end, he is probably
an offensive lineman or
defensive lineman. If a
player  is  behind  the
line, he’s likely a back
or  linebacker.  Wide
receivers  are  usually
split  wide;  tight  ends
are  attached  to  the
line.

COMMON
FORMATIONS AND
WHAT THEY MEAN
FOR POSITIONS

U n d e r s t a n d i n g
formations  helps  you
s e e  w h y  c e r t a i n
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positions  are  on  the
field.  The  most
common  offensive
formation  is  the  “I-
f o r m a t i o n ”
(quarterback  under
center, fullback in front
of halfback). That uses
two  backs,  one  tight
e n d ,  t w o  w i d e
r e c e i v e r s .  T h e
“shotgun” (QB stands
a  few  yards  behind
center) usually has one
back and three or four
r e c e i v e r s .  T h e
“Wildcat”  is  a  direct
snap to a running back.
Defensive  formations
like  the  “Nickel”  (five
defensive  backs)  and
“Dime”  (six  DBs)  are
used to defend against
passes.

CONCLUSION:

FROM A DUMMY
TO A CONFIDENT
FAN

Now  you  know  the
b a s i c  A m e r i c a n
Football  Positions
F o r  D u m m i e s
framework.  Start  by
w a t c h i n g  t h e
quarterback  and  the
ball,  then  note  who
lines up on the line of
s c r i m m a g e .  O n
defense,  watch  the
l i n e b a c k e r s  a n d
safeties—they  often
signal where the play is
going.  Over  time,  you
will recognize the roles
o f  e a c h  p o s i t i o n
without  even thinking.
The beauty of  football
is that it is both chaotic
and  order ly  at  the
same  time


