
12.3 SkillBuilder: Reading a weather map
12.3.1 Tell me
What are weather maps?
Weather maps or synoptic charts appear every day in newspapers and on television news. They may look
complex but, just as you learned to read letters and words, you can quickly learn to read the symbols on
weather maps. Once you understand the symbols, you will find these maps easy to use.

FIGURE 1 A typical weather map
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Why are weather maps useful?
Understanding weather is useful because it affects everyone’s lives. Farmers use weather information to
plan their work; tourists rely on forecasts to make decisions about travel plans; and emergency services use
weather forecasts to broadcast warnings so that people can prepare for adverse conditions.
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Today, people who study and predict weather (called meteorologists) have more accurate ways of
predicting weather than those used in the past. They use satellite images, radar-tracking weather balloons,
automatic weather stations, ships and aircraft to help them predict the weather.

Model
Weather maps use lines and symbols to show areas of low and high pressure and weather events such as
warm and cold fronts. The lines are called isobars. They join places with the same atmospheric pressure.
Atmospheric pressure is the weight of the air. Humans cannot accurately feel differences in air weight.
Atmospheric pressure varies from place to place, depending on the temperature of the air. Meteorologists
use very sensitive instruments called barometers to measure atmospheric pressure.

The average weight of air is 1013 hectopascals (hPa). Measurements higher than this (such as 1020
hectopascals) indicate areas of high atmospheric pressure, where air is sinking. Measurements lower than
this (such as 985 hectopascals) indicate areas of low atmospheric pressure, where air is rising. Let’s use this
code to read the weather map in FIGURE 1.

12.3.2 Show me
How to interpret a weather map
You will need:• a weather map.

TABLE 1 Symbols on weather maps for the southern hemisphere

Symbol Name
What does it
mean? Comment

10
24

10
20

10
18

Isobars Join places of same
air pressure.

The closer together these
lines, the stronger the wind.

1
0
2
0

H

High pressure area Sinking air Generally fine weather.
Winds rotate around these

areas anticlockwise.

1
0
0
8

L

Low pressure area Rising air Generally cooler weather,
rain. Winds rotate around

these areas clockwise.

1
0
0
4

1
0
0
8

T

Tropical cyclone Rapidly rising air Strong winds, torrential rain

Cold front The ‘line’
along which an
approaching mass
of cold air meets
warmer air

Fall in temperature, rain.
Front moves in direction of
arrowheads.

(Continued)
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TABLE 1 Symbols on weather maps for the southern hemisphere (Continued)

Symbol Name
What does it
mean? Comment

Warm front The ‘line’
along which an
approaching mass
of warm air meets
colder air

Temperature rise,
sometimes light rain.
Uncommon in Australia.

Rain Rain in the last 24
hours

Usually associated with low
pressure areas and fronts

Trough A dip in isobars An area associated with
unsettled weather and
precipitation

Procedure:
To identify features on a weather map, you need a key to interpret the symbols.

Step 1
Pressure systems
Examine high-pressure systems (pressure above 1013 hectopascals) and low-pressure systems (pressure
below 1013 hectopascals). Pressure systems generally move from west to east as they cross Australia
and move around the world. In FIGURE 2 there is a high-pressure system approaching south-west Western
Australia, and this system is likely to bring fine weather to the region. The low-pressure system east of
Broome brings cooler weather and rain.

Step 2
Air masses and fronts
Examine any air masses and fronts. In FIGURE 2 there is a cold front where cold air meets warmer air. This is
likely to cause a fall in temperature and rain in South Australia.

Step 3
Precipitation
Examine precipitation patterns. Precipitation includes snow, hail and dew but the most common form of
precipitation is rainfall. In FIGURE 2, over half of Australia has received rain in the last 24 hours. This chart
does not indicate how much rain fell.

Step 4
Wind
Wind is not depicted on this weather map. However, the closer together the isobars are, the stronger the
winds. There are no significant areas of high wind in Australia on 10 November.

Step 5
Troughs
The weather map in FIGURE 2 shows a trough in central Australia. The trough line runs north from central
South Australia towards the Gulf of Carpentaria. Troughs are usually associated with unsettled weather and
precipitation.
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FIGURE 2 Weather map for 10 November 2002

Source: MAPgraphics Pty Ltd, Brisbane
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Checklist
I have:• interpreted pressure systems, air masses and fronts, precipitation, wind and troughs• written a detailed description.

Video eLesson Reading a weather map (eles-1637)

Interactivity How to read a weather map (int-3133)
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12.3.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

12.3 ACTIVITIES
The map in FIGURE 3, produced on 11 November, predicts the weather for 12 November. FIGURE 4 shows what
the weather was actually like that day. Based on the skills you have learned in this SkillBuilder, answer the
following questions.

1. List what is different from the previous day’s weather map shown in FIGURE 2.
2. Compare the actual weather conditions in FIGURE 4 with those predicted 24 hours earlier in FIGURE 3.

(a) How accurate was the predicted weather map?
(b) Where was it different?

3. Using FIGURE 4, describe Melbourne’s weather on 12 November.

FIGURE 3 Weather map showing predicted weather for 12 November 2002
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FIGURE 4 This map shows what the weather was actually like on 12 November 2002.
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