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Maps & Charts 
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What is a Map or Chart?  A map and char t are a graphic representations of a por tion of 
the Earth as seen from above. A chart is a specialized form of a map. A map and chart use    
colors, symbols and labels to identify what is being displayed on the ground. Since a map and 
chart are a small  paper covering a large area, it is impossible to depict all features found in the 
area but typically, the major features are shown in some format. 

There are many types of maps and charts: road maps so people know which roads to follow 
when they are driving; marine charts so boaters know where the water is shallow and where 
underwater hazards and shipping channels are located; aviation charts showing land features, 
airspace, and obstructions so pilots know where they are flying. There are also topographic 
maps (showing ground contours), celestial maps (showing location of stars and constellations); 
climate maps (showing different aspects of  weather); economic or resource maps (showing 
what natural resources might be found in an area); and the list goes on. 

Regardless of the type of map or chart you are learning to read, all maps and charts have one 
thing in common: they all have a key or “legend”. The key is a list of symbols, colors and la-
bels with their interpretation. Once you master the art of reading and understand a map/chart 
key, you will have no problem at all in reading and interpreting all of the  different types of 
maps and charts. 

Sectional Charts: In aviation we use VFR 
(Visual Flight Rules) Sectional Charts for     
navigation. The sectional charts depict land   
elevations, obstacles, airports,  airspace, land 
features that are easy to recognize from the air, 
and  navigational aids.  

 

Take a look at the segment of the sectional chart 
to the right. You can see many colors for the 
land: brown is high elevation; white is very 
high elevation, green is lower elevation and   
yellow is a large city area. You can clearly see 
rivers and other water bodies, lines for roads 
and railroads, and blue and magenta circles and 
lines   representing airports and airspace. Other 
things are represented on the chart too. 

1 

N
O
T 
FO

R
 N
A
V
IG
A
TI
O
N
 



The Key is the Legend:  The best way to understand a map is to understand the legend of the 
map. Look at each of the symbols on the map: what do they  represent? Usually, they are fairly 
logical. Look at the samples below. 

This legend on the left could have come 
from a recreational guide for local parks to 
inform visitors what services are at each 
park. While each symbol is defined, note 
that you can probably guess what many of 
them mean because you  recognize the  
picture! 

The legend to the right would seem to indicate 
City services and might be found on a visitors’ 
guide map. People unfamiliar with the area can 
look on the map to readily identify points of 
interest, shopping, restaurants and entertain-
ment. Again, you can guess what many of these 
symbols mean because you recognize the pic-
ture. 

This legend on the left is an example 
of a road map legend. It identifies 
types of roads, highway features and 
motorist services. 
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Legends questions: 

 

1.How many schools are on the map?  ______ The schools are at the end of what roads?  
_________________________ and _________________________. 

2. If you wanted to stay at a hotel very close to a restaurant, you would stay at the hotel on the 
corner of ___________________ and ____________________. 

3. The hospital is located on the corner of ____________ and _______________. 

4. If I wanted to go to the auto repair, I would go to the corner of _____________ and 
__________________. 

5. Most of the department stores can be found along which road? ____________ 

6. What is at each end of Ave. D?  North end: ________________________ 

South end: _____________________________ 

7. What is at the corner of Ave. F and 4th Street? _________________________ 

8. There are 2 businesses along 5th Street. What are they? __________________ 

and _______________________________ 

9. How many banks are there on the map?  _______________ 

10. If I lived in Lower Ct. Subdivision and asked you for directions to the Zoo, please tell me 
how to get there. ___________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

_________________________________________________________________________ 

11. Where are the 2 grocery stores located? ______________________________________ 

and ______________________________________________________________________ 

12. How many hotels can be found along Ave. G? _________________________________ 
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Map Scales:  Since a map is a small picture of a larger area, how do we know the distance 
from  one point to another on the map? How can we can translate that distance into real-life 
distance? Maps have scales that show the relationship  between the distance on the map and 
the distance in the real world. It is often    expressed like a ratio (1:500 meaning 1 unit on the 
map is 500 units in real life). The scale can use inches, fractions of inches or any other unit of 
measure that will fit on the map. The map scale is usually written on the map and can often be 
found somewhere near the key.  

There are many examples of how a scales are written. 

Grids: One way to find a general location on a map is to use the grid. A gr id generally 
looks like graph paper with lines running side-to-side and up-and-down to form little boxes.  In 
the sample map below, the island of Maui is  located at  D6.  Find the other islands: 

 

 

1. D5 =   _________ 

2. B1 =   _________ 

3. C3 =   _________ 

4. F7 =   _________ 

5. C5 =  _________ 

Map by: educaƟon.com 
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Activity - Using a Map Scale: Use the scale on the map to answer the distance questions     
below. Draw a line between each pair of cities in each question. Use a different color for each 
line. 

1. What is the approximate distance from Phoenix, AZ to Santa Fe, NM?  _____________nm 

2. What is the approximate distance from Oklahoma City, OK to Austin, TX?  _________nm 

3. What is the approximate distance from Lincoln, NE to Atlanta, GA?  _______________nm 

4. What is the approximate distance from Baton Rouge, LA to Montgomery, AL?  ______nm 

5. What is the approximate distance from Denver, CO to Jefferson City, MO?  __________nm 

6.   What is the approximate distance from St Paul, , MN to Tallahassee, FL?  ___________nm 

Scale  

0           300                 600 

What is a “Nautical Mile”?  A nautical mile is a measure of distance. It is based on the  circumference of the 
earth at the equator. If you were to cut the earth in half at the equator you would have a circle. This circle is 
divided into 360°. Each degree is divided into 60 minutes. Each minute of arc on this circle is equal to 1 
nautical mile. If you were to travel around the earth at the equator, the total distance traveled would be 21,600 
nautical miles (360° x 60). Nautical miles are the standard distance measure  for travel by air and sea. 

When we travel by car in the United States we use statute miles. One nautical mile is approximately 1.15 
statute miles. One statute mile is approximately 0.87 nautical miles. 
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Activity - Map Reading: Using the Map Leg-
end (the key) on the right  and the map on the  
following page, answer the following questions: 

 

1. The name of the town on I-25, at exit 78 (E 
8 on the grid) is: 
______________________. 

2. The name of the capital city (grid F 8) is: 
_____________________. 

3. Are there facilities at Edness K. Wilkins SP 
(grid D 6)?  Circle  YES or  NO 

4. If you lived in Buffalo along I-90, where is 
the closest place to ski? __________________ 

5. What kind of road would I be driving on 
heading southwest on State Road 91 as I ap-
proach highway 487 (grid D 7)? 
_________________________________ 

6. On what Interstate highway would I drive 
from Cheyenne to Rawlins? ____________ 

7. On this section of map, I-90 passes through 3 
states. What states are they? ______________, 
_________________ and ________________. 

8. Name 2 points of interest noted on this map: 
_________________ and _______________. 

9. Gillette can be found at what grid coordi-
nates? _______ and _______ 

10. Name 2 rivers found on the map: 

_________________ and _________________ 
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Latitude and Longitude: No discussion of maps would be complete without a 
lesson on latitude and longitude. With a latitude (LAT) and longitude (LON)     
coordinate, you can pinpoint any spot on earth.  

Lines of latitude are called parallels, because they run roughly parallel to one    
another and to the equator and run laterally around the Earth. You can remember    
latitude and lateral. Lines of latitude are numbered with 0° at the equator, 90° N at 
the north pole and 90° S  at the south pole.  

Lines of longitude, also called meridians, start 
at the north pole and run down to the south pole. 
Unlike lines of latitude, they are NOT parallel to 
one another; but they are closer together at the 
poles and widest apart at the equator where the 
earth is at is fattest. They are also numbered 
with 0°  at Greenwich, England (also the spot 
from where Universal Coordinated Time (UTC) 
or Zulu time is taken) and they run up to 180° E 
and 180° W, ending at the International Date Line. 

Where am I?  Each degree of latitude and longitude is divided in 60 minutes; 
each minute is divided into 60 seconds and each second is divided in hundredths 

Equator 

Greenwich, England 
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Lines of Latitude 
and longitude are         
numbered  using 
symbols:  

° for degrees 

‘ for minutes 

“ for seconds  

in order to give you a precise location. 



Activity - Latitude and Longitude: Write the name of the city and state at the given latitude 
and longitude coordinates. 

50 ̊N 

40 ̊N 

30 ̊N 

120 ̊W 

110 ̊W 

100 ̊W 
90 ̊W  80 ̊W 

70 ̊W 

1. 44˚ N latitude, 100˚ W longitude = __________________________ 

2. 46˚ N latitude, 112˚ W longitude = __________________________ 

3. 44˚ N latitude, 123˚ W longitude = __________________________ 

4. 37˚ N latitude, 77˚ W longitude =  ___________________________ 

5. 34˚ N latitude, 92˚ W longitude = ___________________________ 

6. 44˚ N latitude, 69˚ W longitude =  ___________________________ 

7. 39˚ N latitude, 119˚ W longitude = __________________________ 

8. 33˚ N latitude, 112˚ W longitude = __________________________ 
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Activity - My Map:  Draw a map of your classroom, yard, community, school, town or 
some other place familiar to you. Be sure to make you own symbols to add into the key. 

 Map of _______________ 

KEY 
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