
Reading Maps and Globes

A globe is a three-dimensional representation of the Earth. Even a globe, however, cannot perfectly represent all the

complexities of the people and places on our planet. Photo: Pixabay 

Maps are an important part of everyday life.

Maps give us an idea of our place in the world. A map shows a large area through pictures. It

could be of the Earth's surface, the night sky, or the ocean. 

Usually a map is in shown in two dimensions. In other words, it is drawn on a flat

surface. Because of this, they cannot be exact. The Earth is a curved sphere, shaped sort of

like a ball. 

Globes help to solve that problem. A globe shows a planet or other large area as a sphere. It is

usually mounted on an axle so you can spin it around. A globe can show how a planet truly

looks. 

Maps and globes are tools for planning trips, learning about faraway places, and studying

movements of people, goods and information. Maps can be misleading, however. They may

not always represent the truth.
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Reading a map or globe

Map styles and symbols change from place to place. Most published maps share details in

common. Maps should have a date to show when they are published. That way, people know

the map is still correct.

Maps usually have names of places or labels. They have a scale, which helps us to

understand how a distance on the map compares with the real world. They usually have

symbols, too, like stars or black lines, which stand for something else. A good map has a

guide to symbols, called a key or legend, to explain what the symbols mean. 

There should be an arrow pointing north, or a compass rose that shows the four main

directions we travel: north, south, east, west.

Intuitive searches and basic grids

A good way to read a map is to look first for shapes and places you already know. That could

be big blue oceans, jagged mountains, or the blue swoops of rivers. It may be helpful to find a

familiar city or road. When we find these, we can understand more complicated information on

the map.

Some maps will have a grid. A grid is a network of lines that cross each other to form a series

of squares. It helps us easily find things on a map.
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A grid map might have letters across the top (A, B, C, etc.) and numbers on the side (1, 2, 3,

etc.). Let's say you are looking at a map of your city and looking for a famous statue. The map

might list that statue in the area "B4." You can trace down from the B and across from the 4 to

find the statue. Most tourist maps and road maps use this kind of basic grid.

Latitude and longitude

World maps show imaginary lines of latitude and longitude on Earth. The distances between

these lines are called degrees. 

Lines of longitude, or meridians, are drawn up and down, from the North Pole to the South

Pole. They show distances east or west from the prime meridian. The prime meridian is

located at 0 degrees longitude. This meridian runs through the city of Greenwich, England.

Lines of latitude are drawn left and right. The most important line of latitude is the equator,

located perfectly in the middle of a map.

There are 360 degrees in a circle. Longitude measures to 180 degrees east or west (180 +

180 = 360) until arriving at a point in the mid-Pacific Ocean.

Latitude runs to the North Pole (90 degrees north) and the South Pole (90 degrees south).

That adds up to 360 degrees if we see a globe in cross section (90 + 90 on one side, 90 + 90

on the other). 
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A line of latitude meets a line of longitude on a map. For example, the Empire State Building in

New York City is located at 40.7484 degrees N, 73.9857 degrees W. That means it is 40.7484

degrees north of the equator. It is 73.9857 degrees west of the prime meridian. This gives us

an exact location.

Scale

A scale is the relationship between real-life sizes and the sizes shown on a map. For example,

1 inch on a map may equal 1,000 real-life miles. This scale can be written as 1:1,000. This

would mean, there are 10,000 miles in 10 inches.

There is no perfect map scale. It must carefully balance two things: the desire to show details

while covering as much area as possible. The scale usually depends on what the mapmaker,

or cartographer, wants to show. 

Map and globe orientation

People often think that the top of a map should point north. However, where a map is centered

is a choice, not a law. The person drawing the map gets to decide how it is centered. Ash-

Sharif al-Idrisi was a map-maker in the 1100s. He placed south at the top of the map. Many

old European maps faced toward the east, out of the belief that the Holy Land in Jerusalem,

Israel, was the most important area in the world. 

Many smartphones have map applications on them. They allow the user to change the way the

map is oriented.
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Map symbols

Some map symbols are easily understood. Others require a key that explains the symbols.

That is because symbols change depending on where you are. Native Americans, for

example, once used cross shapes to point out where stars were. Spanish explorers used

crosses to represent churches and towns. 

On a typical map, black lines usually stand for roads. Circles or stars stand for cities. Dotted

lines often represent railroads. Green and brown might shade real-world features, such as

green for forests, brown for deserts. Different mapmakers may choose to use symbols

differently. As a result, it is important to always check a map's key. 

Advantages of globes

Globes are clunky and more expensive than maps. However, they give a closer representation

of what the Earth really looks like. 

Globes also show how Earth is tilted. This is related to how long the days and seasons are. In

a dark room, a person can shine a flashlight on one side of a globe. This demonstrates how

sunlight reaches half the tilted Earth while leaving the rest in shadow, depending on the

season.

Types of terrestrial maps

Some of the most popular maps are road or transportation maps, political maps, and physical

maps.
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Thematic maps are also popular. They may focus on one or two themes, such as how much

money people make on average in a certain area. 

Political maps

Political maps show us the borders and roads of countries, counties and states. Their bright

colors and crisp lines look nice but tell only partial truths about nations and borders. 

These maps do not show, for example, that many borders are not even lined by walls or

fences. And they might eventually change as countries disappear or are renamed, such as

when the country Burma became Myanmar.
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Physical maps

Rivers, lakes, mountains, hills, deserts and other natural features are on physical maps.

Topographic maps show the relief, or the shape of mountains. Dark shading or short lines

showing how steep they are. 

Some show elevations with curvy lines of height that get greater and greater, such as 50, 60

and 70 feet. 

Some maps and globes are made with raised bumps along mountain ranges. This can also

show us the height of a mountain.

Transportation maps

Road maps blend political information, such as borders, with physical information, like rivers

and mountains. GPS and Web-based maps, such as Google Maps, include these as basic

maps. 

When these are too old, however, mistakes can happen. Green fields might appear where

malls have been built, and streets continuing where they show up as dead ends.

GPS uses information from satellites. Satellites hover above the Earth and beam down

information to your phone or computer. They can show you exactly where you are, using

latitude and longitude coordinates.

This article is available at 5 reading levels at https://newsela.com. 7



Thematic maps

If a map focuses on displaying statistics, or themes, it is called a thematic map. For example,

these maps may focus on how many people in an area speak a certain language, or practice a

certain religion or any other kind of information we can observe and measure. 

The most common types use shading, line patterns, or dots to show different measurements.
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