
Reading Topographic 

Maps and Interpreting 

Satellite Images 



 

A topographic map is a special kind of map that 

provides 3 dimensional information in a drawing.   

Natural structures like mountains, valleys, plains, 

lakes, and rivers are shown on a topographic 

map.  

You will also find manmade structures like roads, 

boundaries, radio towers, and major buildings.  

Topographic maps are used by engineers as they 

look for coal, oil, and gas. They can be used to 

plan  residentially and commercially. They are 

also used by the military and for recreational 

purposes like hiking and camping. 



Contour lines 

Relationship between topographic features and contour lines 



• Contour interval: • change in elevation from one 

line to the next…imagine 

each line like a step up or 

down 

 



Notice how the contour lines are used to show how 

gentle or steep the slope is.  



Depressions 
• Show indents.  

• Drawn with marks on the 
inside. 

 



 



 



 



Grand Canyon 

Satellite View Side View 



Meteor Crater, Arizona 

Satellite View Side View 



Mississippi River 

Satellite View Side View 



Mt. Saint Helens 

Satellite View  Side View 



Langtang National Park, Nepal  

Satellite View Side View 

All photos courtesy of U.S. Geological Survey  

Department of the Interior/USGS 



 

Point A sits right on the 0 ft contour line.  Since all points on 

this line have an elevation of 0 ft, the elevation of point A is 

zero. 

What is the elevation of Point A? 



 

Point B sits right on the 10 ft contour line.  Since all points on 

this line have an elevation of 10 ft, the elevation of point B is 

10 ft. 

What is the elevation of Point B? 



 

Point C does not sit directly on a contour line so we can not determine the 

elevation precisely.  We do know that point C is between the 10ft and 20 ft contour 

lines so its elevation must be greater than 10 ft and less than 20 ft.  Because point 

C is midway between these contour lines we can estimate the elevation is between 

11 and 19 feet.  

What is the elevation of Point C? 



 

Point D is inside the 20 ft. contour line indicating its elevation is above 20 ft.  Its 

elevation has to be less than 30 ft. because there is no 30 ft. contour line 

shown.  But how much less? There is no way to tell. The elevation could be 21 ft, 

or it could be 29 ft.  There is no way to tell from the map.  

What is the elevation of Point D? 



1. Name the 

highest 

elevation 

shown for this 

volcano. 

2. What is the 

contour 

interval of this 

map? 
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Satellite Images 

• Look at the images on the next 

slides.  Match each image to 

the correct topographic map. 

Use the shape and elevation 

of the land to help you.    



 



 



 



 



Review Questions 

1.  How are contour lines drawn on maps? 

2.  How does a contour map show whether a 
slope is gentle or steep? 

3. Describe at least four natural or man-made 
structures that can be shown on a 
topographic map. 


