
16.8 SkillBuilder: Interpreting an aerial photo
16.8.1 Tell me
What are aerial photos?

FIGURE 1 Cartographers use different types of
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Aerial photographs are those that are taken from above the Earth from an aircraft. Aerial photos, either
oblique or vertical, record how a place looks at a particular moment in time. Greater detail of a place can
be captured than in a photo taken from ground level. Some aerial photos are also satellite compilations; that
is, created by a number of images transmitted from the satellite.
Vertical aerial photos are taken from directly above; that is, looking straight down on objects. Specially

equipped aircraft take these photos. These photos are often referred to as a ‘bird’s eye’ view. This is the
view from which maps are drawn. When you look at one of these photos there is a similarity to a plan
drawing of the place. For example, Katherine Gorge in FIGURE 2 is so deep and narrow that it appears as
a thin line ‘snaking’ through the rock formation.
Oblique aerial photos are those taken from an angle from an aircraft. These photos show better the

height and shape of objects, but some of the objects in the background can be hidden. Those objects in the
foreground appear larger than those in the background. For example, in the oblique aerial photograph in
FIGURE 3 showing rock formations in Purnululu National Park in the Kimberley region of Western Australia,
the sandstone domes appear larger in the foreground than in the background.

Pdf_Folio:49

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 16

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



FIGURE 2 Vertical aerial photograph of
Katherine Gorge

Source: © MAPgraphics Pty Ltd, Brisbane

FIGURE 3 Oblique aerial
photo of rock formations in
Purnululu National Park

Why are aerial photos useful?
Aerial photos can reveal details that are not recorded on maps. It is easy to see landforms with distinct
shapes, different landscapes, land uses, specific places and spatial patterns of the environment. Aerial
photos from different time periods can show how a place has changed over time (see FIGURE 4).

Interpretation of aerial photos provides a rich source of data for understanding the environment.

FIGURE 4 Satellite images of Banda Aceh, Indonesia (a) before, (b) two days after and (c) four years after the
tsunami on 28 December 2004

(a) (b)

(c)

Source: Geoimage Pty Ltd © DigitalGlobe 2009
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We can obtain much information about a place by carefully analysing and interpreting an aerial
photograph. We also need to be able to describe aerial photographs to others. Some groups that use aerial
photos are:• urban developers• firefighters• search and rescue organisations• transport authorities• agronomists (people who manage land and crops).

Model
FIGURE 5 Vertical aerial photograph

Source: © Aerial Impressions

The small Australian country town shown in
FIGURE 5 is predominantly of a rectangular
shape with a grid road system. A major road
becomes a divided road as it passes through
the town centre. Beside this road is found the
main shopping strip. The houses are on quite
large blocks of land and most gardens have
trees. Backyard swimming pools are scarce.
The local bowling club can be found in the
south-east of town. There appears to be some
expansion of the town toward the west. This
aerial photograph was taken either in summer
when the land is dry or the town is in a low
rainfall environment.

Interpreting aerial photographs involves:• identifying key features by recognising elements such as shapes, colours, patterns and textures• describing the main aspects in detail.

16.8.2 Show me
How to interpret a vertical aerial photo

Video eLesson Interpreting an aerial photo (eles-1654).

You will need:• a vertical aerial photo.

Procedure:
To identify features on an aerial image, such as that in FIGURE 5, you need to apply the elements of
interpreting an aerial photo — shapes, size, tone, patterns and texture.

Step 1
Firstly, let’s consider ‘shape’ and ‘size’. Objects from a vertical viewpoint have obvious shapes. Buildings
appear as blocks (you are looking at the roof only). Small blocks are houses; larger blocks are factories if a
number are grouped together; single, larger blocks are generally public buildings such as schools, halls and
shopping centres. Oval or round shapes are sporting grounds/tracks. Can you imagine a golf course from
above? Its size is large; its shape indicates green grass and rows of trees dividing the fairways. Look around
the aerial photo in FIGURE 5 and identify the trees in the median strip of the major road.

Step 2
‘Texture’ and ‘tone’ are gained from the objects themselves in the course of the photography. Texture
indicates whether the object has a degree of smoothness or whether it is rough. A mown oval will appearPdf_Folio:51
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as a ‘smooth green’; a forest will appear as ‘lumpy and various greens’ according to the size and species of
trees in the forest; farmland sown to different crops and with some land ploughed will appear as a mosaic of
colours.

Tone is the reflection of light from objects to the camera.• Water glistens when clear, but appears brown when in flood.• The deeper the water, the darker the colour.• Sealed highways reflect light in comparison to the dirt of rural tracks. FIGURE 5 shows a range of
different sized and surfaced roads.• Sandy beaches glow a cream colour compared to the dark colour of bare soil.

Step 3
‘Pattern’ is what a geographer delights in observing, as they try to understand the world around them. This
involves discovering key patterns in the aerial photograph. Towns generally have a series of roads on a grid
pattern. Rivers, as a natural feature, wind their way through an environment. Irrigation channels and railway
lines built by humans appear as straight lines. FIGURE 5 shows how readily the boundary can be identified in
this rural environment.

Checklist
I have:• interpreted shapes, sizes, tones, patterns and textures on a vertical aerial photograph• written a detailed description of the vertical aerial photograph.

Interactivity Interpreting an aerial photo (int-3150)

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

FIGURE 6 Villarrica volcano, Chile

Source: © NASA Earth Observatory image by Jesse
Allen and Robert Simmon, using EO–1 ALI data
provided courtesy of the NASA EO–1 team.

Use the vertical aerial image of Villarrica volcano, Chile
(FIGURE 6). Use the steps to identify key shapes, sizes,
patterns and textures. Expand the size of this aerial photo
and, using the Paint program (or similar software), label the
following features:
• the central vent
• snow covered area
• mud and/or lava flows
• lakes
• barren land
• forested areas
• a coastal settlement.

Check your work with your teacher.
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16.4 ACTIVITIES
1. Why do you think the mountain peak is covered in snow?
2. What is the source of the water in the lakes?
3. Suggest why some of the land is bare in the aerial photo.
4. How do you know that small areas of land near the base of the volcano are used for agriculture?
5. By its shape, what type of volcano is Mount Villarrica?
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