
13.8 SkillBuilder: Using positional language
13.8.1 Tell me
What is positional language?

FIGURE 1 An eight-point
compass

NORTH

NORTH-

WEST

NORTH-

EAST

SOUTH-

WEST

SOUTH-

EAST

SOUTH

EASTWEST

Positional language is the use of compass points to locate places and
provide directions between places. A magnetic compass will always
point to north. All other directions are taken from this reference point.
An 8-point compass — north, north-east, east, south-east, south, south-
west, west, and north-west — is standard in most geography books and
atlases. A 16-point compass provides even further detail.

Why is positional language useful?
Positional language allows geographers to be accurate when giving
directions and locations of places. It avoids confusion with positioning
if the words such as left and right, up and down, top and bottom are
used. No matter what direction you are facing, compass direction
always remains the same, based around north.

Model

FIGURE 2 A cartographer’s map of Holiday Island
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As we check in at the main building for our stay on Holiday Island, a guide explains the features of the
holiday resort. ‘You arrived at the pier, which is to our south-east. On the way to this building you passed
the paved poolside area, which is now to your south. There are four beach areas — the largest is to the
south, a small moon-shaped beach is to the west and the other beaches are to the north-west and north-east
across the open spaces. To the . . . ’
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13.8.2 Show me
How to use positional language

Video eLesson: How to use positional language (eles-1649)

You will need:• a map in your textbook (FIGURE 2, subtopic 13.9)• a pencil• tracing paper.

Procedure:
Practising using the positional language of a 16-point compass can be done with any type of map such as in
an atlas, street map, topographic map, a plan, sketch or an image such as aerial images, oblique images and
satellite images.

Step 1
On the piece of tracing paper draw a simple 16-point compass based on that shown in FIGURE 1. You will
need to add the following points: NNE, ENE, NNW, WNW, SSE, ESE, SSW, WSW. Ensure that you mark
the centre of the compass with a dot.

Step 2
Place the centre of the 16-point compass (the dot) on the point of origin from which a direction is being
given. Ensure that north is in the vertical position. On all maps/images, unless an indicator determines
otherwise, north is assumed to be vertical (points to the top).

For example, to discover that place A is north-west of place B, this direction is taken from place B and so
the centre of the compass is on place B.

Step 3
Read the compass direction from the centre dot to the place identified and write down that direction.

Step 4
The placement of the centre of the compass must be moved for each individual direction required.

Checklist
I have:• drawn and labelled an accurate 16-point compass.

Interactivity: Using positional language (int-3145)

13.8.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

The completed example in table 1 uses the map in FIGURE 3 (FIGURE 2 in subtopic 13.9) to show directions
from one place to another place.

In this example, you are at Kakadu National Park and you want to give a direction so that someone
arrives at Litchfield National Park.

Copy the table below into your workbook. Using the map and your tracing paper compass, create five
more examples of positional language in the table.
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TABLE 1 Examples of positional language

Place of origin Place of arrival Direction

Kakadu National Park Litchfield National Park West

Ask a class member to check your directions.

FIGURE 3 Map of Kakadu National Park
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Source: Spatial Vision

13.8 ACTIVITIES
1. In which direction from Katherine would you need to fly to get to Kakadu National Park?
2. In what direction is Jabiru in Kakadu National Park from Darwin?
3. In what direction is Jabiru from Pine Creek?
4. If I was to drive from Katherine in a north-west direction, would I arrive in Jabiru or Darwin?
5. I want to drive from Pine Creek to Jabiru. Describe the directions in which I would need to travel while on

the road.
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