
14.13 SkillBuilder: Reading contour lines on a map
14.13.1 Tell me
What are contour lines?
Contour lines drawn on the map join all places of the same elevation (height) above sea level. Contour maps
are used to show the relief (shape) of the land and the heights of the landscape. Land heights are identified
from aerial photography. Natural features, such as rivers, lakes and beaches, and human features, such as
towns, roads and power lines, are added to the map to complete the landscape picture.

Why are contour lines useful?
It is not possible to see an entire area when in the environment, so maps with contour lines show the relief
of the land and help people to identify features. They are also useful because they tell us the actual height
above sea level of various locations on a map. Contour lines are used by many and varied people; for
example, for:• organising a hike• land-use planning of roads, airports, train lines, power-line routes• identifying slopes for building sites• planning decisions• leisure activities; for example, working out where the best rapids on a river might be or where to

launch or land a hang-glider.
Symbols provided in a legend (or key) or labels on the map add information to complete the image of the

environment.

Model
The contour lines (brown lines) on this simple topographic map (FIGURE 1) join all places of the same height
above sea level. The contour lines are drawn at 10-metre intervals. The highest point is identified by a spot
height of 104 metres.

Reading contour lines on a map involves:• identifying a contour line• finding its number (metres above sea level)• determining the contour interval• checking spot heights.

14.13.2 Show me
How to read a contour line
Reading contour lines provides an understanding of the shape of the land. Contour lines convey an
understanding of the landscape. Land features can be identified from the contour lines.

You will need:• a contour (topographic) map.

Procedure:
Using a topographic map requires an understanding of how to read the lines. Interpretations are made to
provide an aerial perspective.

Step 1
A contour line is a brown line on a topographic map, usually with a number written on it to indicate the
height above sea level. FIGURE 2 shows contour lines and the landform that the contours identify.

Identify a contour line in FIGURE 1 and follow the line to a number that states the height above sea level in
metres.
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FIGURE 1 How contour lines show the shape of the land
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Step 2

FIGURE 2 A topographic map represents a three-dimensional
landscape on a flat surface.

Spot heights are dots that indicate the
exact height at the highest point of a
hill or the lowest point of a depression.
For example, the hill in FIGURE 1 is
exactly 104 metres at its peak. That is,
this spot is higher than the last contour
line, but not at the height of the next
contour line.

What height could the land be on
the hilltops in FIGURE 2?

Step 3
The contour interval of a map is the
difference in metres between each
of the contour lines. This interval is
consistent across a map.

If the contour lines are too close and
the numbers can’t easily be written,
then it is left to the reader to use the
contour interval to calculate heights.
The contour interval is often written
in the legend as a guide. Check your skill on each of the maps here. The contour interval on FIGURE 1 is 10
metres and on FIGURE 2 it is 20 metres.
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Checklist
I have:• understood contour lines• understood contour intervals• understood spot heights.

Interactivity Reading contour lines on a map (int-3147)

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

A simple topographic map of Mount Erin and surrounding areas

SOSE 2 2ED FIG 01.01.01
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14.13 ACTIVITIES
Use FIGURE 3 to answer these questions.
1. What contour heights does the road from Highton to Booringa cross?
2. Does the railway line follow fairly even land or does the train have to climb a steep slope?
3. What is the contour interval on this map?
4. What is the maximum height of Mount Erin at its peak?
5. How would we know that Mount Erin is a hill if it was not labelled so?
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