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FUNDAMENTALS

Understanding the number system and formations isn't just trivia for coaches - for a goalkeeper, it's a tool of command. You are the only player 

on the field with a complete view of the game, and knowing the language of positions and shapes is what lets you use that view to organize, 

communicate, and make faster decisions than anyone else on the pitch. Below, I'll break down the traditional number system, how modern squad 

numbering works, the five formations you'll face most often, and - most importantly- what all of it means for the #1. 

SECTION 1 - THE TRADITIONAL NUMBER SYSTEM (1-11) POSITIONAL LANGUAGE 

Before squad numbers became common in professional soccer, every position on the field had a fixed number. These numbers told you exactly where a 

player lined up and what their role was. While modem soccer has moved to squad numbering, the traditional system remains the foundation of 

positional language everywhere - in coaching, in commentary, and on the training ground. 

# POSITION ROLE 

1 Goalkeeper (GK) Last line of defense; shot-stopping, distribution, organizing the 

backline 

2 Right Back (RB) Defends right flank; links with right midfielder or winger 

3 Left Back (LB) Defends left flank; links with left midfielder or winger 

4 Right Center-Back I DM Second center-back or holding midfielder depending on era/system 

5 Center-Back (CB) Central defender; aerial duels, blocking central channels 

6 Left Center-Back / DM Partner to #5; defensive shape and cover 

7 Right Winger (RW) Wide attacker on the right; crosses, dribbles, finishing 

8 Central Midfielder (CM) Box-to-box runner; links defense and attack 

9 Center Forward (CF) Primary goal scorer; leads the attack, holds up play 

10 Attacking Midfielder Creative playmaker; the team's orchestrator in the final third 

(AM) 

11 Left Winger (LW) Wide attacker on the left; mirror image of #7 

GK KEY CALL 

You wear #1 because you are the foundation. Every formation is built in front of you. Leaming these numbers means you can talk to any player on the 

field using a shared language every coach and player already knows. When you shout "Watch six!" or "Mark eleven, your left shoulder!" - your 

defenders respond instantly. 

SECTION 3 - UNDERSTANDING FORMATIONS FRAMEWORK 

A formation describes how a team's outfield players are organized on the field. Formations are written as a sequence of numbers - from defense to 

midfield to attack- with the goalkeeper always assumed and never counted. So when a coach says "4-3-3", that means 4 defenders, 3 midfielders, 3 

forwards, plus the goalkeeper (#1) who is always present, just not listed. The five formations below are the ones you'll encounter most often at youth 

and adult levels. Learn them, recognize them during warm-up, and know exactly what each one demands from you. 



FORMATION 1 - 4.4.2 I THE CLASSIC BLUEPRINT SWEEPER DEMAND: MODERATE 

STRUCTURE: 4 DEFENDERS 4 MIDFIELDERS (TWO WIDE, TWO CENTRAL) I 2 STRIKERS 

WHAT IT IS 

One of the most recognized formations in the game. It gives you a wide, balanced backline with clear 

defensive structure and a straightforward attacking partnership up top. Many players learn the game in a 4-

4-2, which means it's often the first formation language you'll need to master as a goalkeeper.

GOALKEEPER PRIORITIES 

Distribution is a mix -target strikers for flick-ons or central mids for buildup; play wide to 

LM/RM when under pressure. 

2 Line height is medium -stay close enough to intercept through balls, but don't push too high 

-the flat four can be caught in transition.

3 Communication centers on shape -call the backline early; "Six -hold your line!" is one of 

the most common phrases in this system. 

4 Sweeper-keeper demand is moderate -you rarely need to come way off your line, but alert 

goalkeeping behind the backline is essential. 

I
GK KEY CALL 

When both strikers press your center-backs, your midfield four creates a space between lines. Communicate early - "Back four, push up!" - to maintain 

your compact shape and cut off that pocket before the opposition can exploit it. 

FORMATION 2 - 4.3.3 I THE POSSESSION PRESS MACHINE SWEEPER DEMAND: HIGH 

STRUCTURE: 4 DEFENDERS 3 MIDFIELDERS I 3 FORWARDS (CENTER FORWARD + TWO WIDE WINGERS) 

WHAT IT IS 

One of the most goalkeeper-demanding formations for distribution. Your team wants to build from the back 

- which means you are part of the first pass. In this shape, you're not just a shot-stopper; you're a fielder,

a playmaker, and the starting point of every attack. 

GOALKEEPER PRIORITIES 

Distribution is short and structured -play to center-backs or holding midfielder; composure 

and accuracy under pressure are non-negotiable. 

2 Line height is often higher -your team presses high, your backline pushes up; stay 

connected to that line -a well-timed pass from you can start counterattacks. 

3 Communication focuses on full-back exposure -with only three midfielders, transitions 

expose space behind your full-backs quickly; organize your center-backs early. 

4 Sweeper-keeper demand is HIGH -you are the 11th outfield player; expect to command your 

area, come off your line, and distribute under pressure. 

I
GK KEY CALL 

Know your three distribution options: short to center-back under light pressure, switch to the opposite full-back when pressed, long ball to your forwards 

when the press is committed. A poor goal kick wastes a good press. 



FORMATION 3 - 3.5.2 I THE WINGBACK FORMATION SWEEPER DEMAND: HIGH 

STRUCTURE: 3 CENTER-BACKS I 5 MIDFIELDERS (TWO WINGBACKS WHO PLAY VERY WIDE) I 2 STRIKERS 

WHAT IT IS 

Increasingly common at youth and amateur levels. With only three center-backs and wingbacks who push 

forward, you are directly responsible for a wider area behind the defense than in any four-back system. 

The channels outside your three defenders become your domain. 

GOALKEEPER PRIORITIES 

Distribution requires smart reads - when wingbacks are forward, avoid playing short under 

pressure; find the open center-back pointing away from the press. 

2 Line height must account for channel exposure - through balls to the channels (where a full­

back would normally be) are a constant threat; adjust your starting position. 

3 Communication is continuous and demanding - call the three center-backs to hold their 

shape and alert wingbacks when they need to track back; "Left wingback - track runner on you!" 

4 Sweeper-keeper demand is HIGH - channels outside your three center-backs are exposed 

every time wingbacks push up; be ready to come off your line for through balls wide. 

I
GK KEY CALL 

The space behind your wingbacks when they go forward is your responsibility. When your team is attacking and you see the opposition winning the ball, 

call your center-backs into position immediately and be ready to step into that channel. 

FORMATION 4 - 4-2-3-1 I THE MODERN STANDARD SWEEPER DEMAND: MODERATE 

STRUCTURE: 4 DEFENDERS I 2 DEFENSIVE MIDFIELDERS (DOUBLE PIVOT) 3 ATTACKING MIDFIELDERS I 1 STRIKER 

WHAT IT IS 

Arguably the most common formation in modern club soccer. The double pivot - two defensive midfielders 

sitting in front of your backline - gives you natural protection while creating specific distribution patterns 

you need to understand and own as the #1 . 

GOALKEEPER PRIORITIES 

Distribution follows a clear pattern - your double pivot is your best short option; GK----> 

Center-Back----> Double Pivot----> Forward is the standard buildup sequence. 

2 Line height is medium-high - the double pivot protects central channels, so your backline can 

push up with more confidence; stay connected to them. 

3 Communication is more manageable - your backline is clean and familiar; key focus is 

organizing when your attacking mids track back and alerting the pivot when they're exposed. 

4 Sweeper-keeper demand is moderate - main moments come from balls over the top wide, 

not through central channels; the double pivot covers the middle for you. 

I
GK KEY CALL 

Learn to read when your standard buildup pattern is available and when to skip it - play directly to the striker or switch wide when the press is 

committed. Defenders and coaches love a keeper who knows the system. 

FORMATION 5 - 5-3-2 I THE DEFENSIVE BLOCK SWEEPER DEMAND: LOWER/ ORG: HIGH 

STRUCTURE: 5 DEFENDERS (THREE CBS+ TWO DEFENSIVE WINGBACKS) 3 MIDFIELDERS I 2 STRIKERS 



GK KEY CALL 

WHAT IT IS 

A deeply defensive shape used by teams protecting a result or playing against a stronger opponent. Five 

defenders across your backline means your primary role shifts significantly toward organization, 

concentration, and managing the block in front of you. Mental resilience and leadership matter as much as 

shot-stopping here. 

GOALKEEPER PRIORITIES 

Distribution needs to be quick and direct - play fast to relieve pressure and trigger transition 

attacks; accurate long distribution to your two strikers is critical. 

2 Line height stays compact with the block - sit slightly deeper than in a four-back system; 

position yourself to react to ricochets and blocked shots from the opposition. 

3 Communication is constant work - actively manage the shape, prevent gaps between your 

five defenders, alert them to runners in channels, and organize set piece coverage. 

4 Sweeper demand is lower but organization is HIGH - the opposition will create more shots 

and crosses; your handling, cross positioning, and box command are the priority skills. 

Playing behind a five-back line can be psychologically challenging - more shots, more crosses, more defensive pressure. This is where mental 
resilience and communication come together. A keeper who organizes, encourages, and commands confidence in their defenders is irreplaceable in this 

shape. Bethatancho~ 

QUICK REFERENCE - FORMATION COMPARISON BY KEY VARIABLES 

FORMATION DISTRIBUTION STYLE LINE HEIGHT SWEEPER DEMAND 

4-4-2 Mix of short and direct Medium Moderate 

4-3-3 Short, build from back Higher High 

3-5-2 Short or skip to striker Medium-high High 

4-2-3-1 Structured, through pivots Medium-high Moderate 

5-3-2 Direct long to strikers Lower Lower sweep / Higher org 

AT A GLANCE 

COMMUNICATION PRIORITY 

Backline shape, striker tracking 

Full-back exposure, midfield transition 

Channel coverage, wingback tracking 

Double pivot exposure, wide balls 

Block integrity, cross management 

THREE QUESTIONS EVERY GOALKEEPER ASKS BEFORE KICKOFF GAME PREP 

QUESTION 1 QUESTION 2 

What formation is my team playing today? What formation is the opposition playing? 

Know the shape before the game starts. Look during warm-up. Ask your Watch their warm-up. Count their lines. A team in a 4-3-3 will press you 

coach if you're unsure. Understanding your formation from the first high. A team in a 5-3-2 will sit deep. Both change how you distribute and 

whistle means you're ready - not catching up. where you position. 

QUESTION 3 

What does this mean for my game today? 

Once you know both formations, make a personal plan. "We're in a 4-3-3 - I need to be sharp on my short distribution and be ready to sweep." That 

intentionality is the difference between a good goalkeeper and a great one. 

READING FORMATIONS DURING WARM-UP PRACTICAL TIPS 



• Count the lines - three lines usually means 4-3-3, 4-4-2, or 4-2-3-1 ; two defensive lines suggests 5-3-2 or 3-5-2. 

• Watch the wingbacks - are the wide defenders high or staying back? That tells you instantly whether you're facing a 3-5-2 or a 5-3-2. 

• Notice the striker count- one striker up top suggests a 4-2-3-1 or 4-3-3; two strikers suggest a 4-4-2 or 5-3-2. Your distribution decisions change 

based on this. 

• Backline pushes up ---> you push up - your position is always relative to your last line of defenders. 

• More forwards pressing = faster decision needed - if the opposition has three forwards pressing, your goal kick decisions need to be made two 

seconds earlier. 

• Use positional language, not names - in the heat of a game, "center-back, step!" is clearer than a first name, especially with players who are new 

to each other. 

• Call the number when you know it - "Seven is in behind - right back, track!" 

• Organize before the ball gets played, not after - reactive communication is too late. Train yourself to always be one second ahead. 

• One commanding voice - in tight defensive situations, you should be the only one calling the shape. Earn that right by being consistent, clear, and 

correct. 

KNOW THE GAME. COMMAND THE GAME. JUST4GK 

Understanding the number system and formations is goalkeeper IQ - and goalkeeper IQ wins games. At Just4GK, we talk a lot about what it 

means to be a complete goalkeeper. Shot-stopping is essential. Footwork is critical. Distribution is a weapon. But the keeper who truly 

understands the game - who can read a formation during warm-up, adjust their line height based on what they see, and communicate their 

backline into a winning shape - that keeper is playing at a different level. 

You are the #1 . Not just on your jersey, but in how you see the field, how you lead your team, and how you take ownership of everything that 

happens in and around that goal. Study these formations. Use them in your next session and your next game. If you want to work on formation 

awareness, communication, or distribution in a structured small-group environment, we'd love to have you at Just4GK. Sessions are available for 

goalkeepers ages 8-19. 

I Keep learning. Keep growing. Pinks up. 
- Coach Jerimy and the Just4GK Team 

Just4GK - Training Excellence. One Session at a Time. 

www.just4gk.net I jerimy@just4gk.net 
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