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Imaging
Interpreting Images and Maps

Lesson 1

I N T E R M E D I AT E

Maps help you figure out where you are. They also help you figure 

out how to get to places where you want to go. In addition, maps 

provide a visual representation of places, which can help you better 

understand not only where a place is, but how it looks. Maps help 

drivers plan the best routes, help hikers find the safest paths, and 

help pilots safely fly across the country.

Whenever you read a map, make sure to look for three helpful 

tools that appear on most maps: compass, scale, and key. 

Understanding these tools is the first step to becoming an expert 

map reader. Not every map will have all three of these tools, 

but even one of these tools will provide you with important 

information.

A compass may look like a four-pointed cross, or an eight-pointed star. The compass tells you 

which direction on the map is north, south, east, and west. Compasses with eight points, like the 

compass shown in Image 1, also tell you which direction is northwest, northeast, southeast, and 

southwest. Most maps are drawn so that north is facing the top of the image. But not always! 

Look at the compass to make sure you know which direction is which.

A scale shows the distance between points on a map. The distance between two places looks 

like only a few inches on a map, but the distance in the real world could be hundreds of miles! 

The scale in Image 2 shows that one inch on the map is equal to about two miles in the real 

world. This scale is also helpful because it shows two different measurements at once. The top 

line of the scale in Image 2 shows distance in kilometers, and the bottom line shows miles. 

Many maps use symbols, or small pictures, that represent other things. A symbol shows where 

something is on the map. A key is a tool you can use to figure out what these symbols mean. A 

map key is also called a legend, as shown in Image 3. Sometimes a symbol looks like a smaller, 

simpler version of the real thing. But sometimes the symbols don’t look anything like what they 

represent. That’s why you need to look closely at a key when you read a map.

A map might show a 

place you recognize, 

like your own country 

or city. Sometimes a 

map will show a place 

that is new to you,  

and you must look  

extra closely.
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Now let’s look at all three helpful tools in one map. Say you are going on a camping trip with your 

family. The campground director hands you the map shown in Image 4. 

The compass tells you that north is facing the top of the map. The scale tells you the distance 

on the map in feet. The key tells you what the symbols mean. For example, this key helps you 

understand that wherever there is a        symbol on the map, you will find a campsite at that 

location. Based on this map, you 

know that you would need to 

walk south from the boat dock 

to get to a campsite. You would 

walk about 800 feet to get from 

one parking lot to the other. 

Now that you understand the 

compass, scale, and key, you can 

unlock all kinds of information 

from this map.

 ► Imagine you are asked the 
following question. 

The camp director tells you 

that your campsite is south of 

the restroom and less than 800 

feet from Topsy Road. Which 

campsite is yours?

A. Campsite A

B. Campsite B

C. Campsite C

D. Campsite D

First let’s look for the restroom 

symbol in the legend. “Restroom” 

is the third one in the list. Now 

let’s find it on the map. It is right in 

the middle of the map. The owner says that the camp is south of the restroom. Both campsites B 

and C are south of the restroom, according to the compass. But which one is less than 800 feet 

away from the road? Looking at the scale, you know that your camp is Campsite C.
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 ► Look at the maps shown in the images below. Then answer the questions that follow.

1. Look at the key in the map shown in Image 5. In 1800, Pennsylvania was a

A. slave state.

B. free state.

C. slave territory.

D. free territory.

2. Look at the scale in the map in Image 6. Toronto and  

Kingston are approximately how many miles apart?

A. 200 miles

B. 10 miles

C. 30 miles

D. 1000 miles
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 ► Look at the map shown in the image below. Then answer the question that follows.

3. This map is from a textbook. The textbook says that the water in the Nile flows from Lahun to 

Memphis. Based on the compass in the map in Image 7, the water flows

A. from the south to the north. 

B. from the north to the south.

C. from the east to the west.

D. from the west to the east.
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