
Graphing

Types of Coordinate Systems
A cartographer is someone who uses maps. To understand maps, cartographers need to use
mathematical graphing and coordinate systems. There are a few types of coordinate
systems.

Alphanumeric Grids
This system uses a letter-number combination to
represent an area on a map. Letters are one one
axis and numbers are on the other axis. Battleship
is a game that uses an alphanumeric grid.

Battleship game board (Let’s Talk Science
using an image by nikkusha via
iStockphoto).

Cartesian Coordinate Grids

This is a coordinate system you might see in math
class. This system has a horizontal axis called the
x-axis. It also has a vertical axis called the y-axis.
The two axes cross, or intersect, at a place called
the origin.

Each intersection of a vertical and horizontal line on
a coordinate grid is a location you can map. A
coordinate is written as two numbers in round
brackets separated by a comma. The x-axis number
comes first and the y-axis comes second. For
example, The origin is at the coordinate (0,0). Coordinate grid system (Let’s Talk Science

using an image by YuLi4ka via iStockphoto).

Longitude and Latitude

Many maps of the world also use Cartesian coordinates. Lines on the x-axis are lines of
latitude and lines on the y-axis are lines of longitude. These lines allow cartographers to find
locations with great accuracy. Latitude and longitude can be further broken down into
degrees, minutes and seconds. For instance, a location with the coordinates: 41° 56’
54.3732” N, 87° 39’ 19.2024” W could be read as 41 degrees, 56 minutes, 54.3732 seconds
north latitude and 87 degrees, 39 minutes, 19.2024 seconds west longitude. The measures
of seconds and minutes aren’t about time though. The Earth is a sphere with a
circumference of 40,075 km. If we consider this to be 360 degrees like a circle, then each
degree is about 111 km wide at the Equator. Each degree is then broken down into 60
minutes and then each minute into 60 seconds.
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