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Geography  ñ Student Reading

Understanding Maps of Earth
The Surface of Earth
Astronauts in the International Space Station looking down on Earth see it as a beautiful planet cov-
ered with land and water. Only about 30% of Earthõs surface is land! The remaining 70% of the sur-
face is covered with water.
The land on the surface of Earth 
is divided into seven major pieces 
called continents: Asia, Europe, 
Antarctica, Australia, Africa, North 
America, and South America.
The largest bodies of water are the 
oceans. The four major oceans, 
from largest to smallest, are the Pa-
ciþc Ocean, Atlantic Ocean, Indian 
Ocean, and Arctic Ocean. There are 
many bodies of water smaller than 
oceans called seas.

Hemispheres
Earth is approximately spherical with an average radius of 4000 miles. This spherical Earth can be 
divided into equal halves called hemispheres. If we separate Earth half way between the North and 
South poles (at the equator), we get the Northern Hemisphere (centered around the North Pole), and 
the Southern Hemisphere (centered around the South Pole).
Notice that the Northern Hemisphere is 39% land and 61% ocean, while the Southern Hemisphere is 
19% land and 81% ocean.
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