
Understanding Geography: Map Skills and Our World - Level 410

Hemispheres 
and Directions 

The Four Hemispheres
The Earth is divided into four hemispheres. Hemi means half and a sphere is a 
round object like a globe. Put the two together and you have the word hemisphere. 
A hemisphere is one half of the Earth.

Look at the pictures of the Earth’s four hemispheres below. Each hemisphere is 
half of the Earth. For example, the Northern Hemisphere is the northern half of the 
planet. The Western Hemisphere is the western half of the planet.
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1. Are North and South America in the Western Hemisphere or the Eastern Hemisphere?

2. Is most of Africa in the Western Hemisphere or the Eastern Hemisphere?

3. Is most of Asia in the Northern Hemisphere or the Southern Hemisphere?

4. In which two hemispheres is North America located?

5. In which two hemispheres is Australia located?
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SOUTHERN   OCEAN

Equator and Prime Meridian
The equator is an imaginary line that divides the Earth into its Northern and 
Southern Hemispheres. The equator goes around the entire globe. You will never see 
the equator on the ground because it’s not a real line. You can only see it on maps 
and globes. 

The prime meridian is another imaginary line on maps and globes. It divides the 
Earth into its Eastern and Western Hemispheres. As you can see on the map above, 
the prime meridian runs between the Earth’s two poles. The North Pole is as far 
north as you can go on Earth. The South Pole is as far south as you can go. 

6. Look at the world map above and find the equator. What continents and oceans  
 does it cross?

7. Find the prime meridian on the map. Which continents and oceans does it cross?

A seal near the North PoleRice fields near the Equator
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Imagine you are vacationing at a hotel in Cairo, the capital 
of Egypt. You ask a man working at the hotel how to get to 
the famous Egyptian Museum. He tells you, “Walk four 
blocks south, turn left, and walk two blocks east. You 
will see the museum there.” Would you know how to 
get to the museum?

There are four cardinal directions—north, south,   
east, and west. On a map or globe, these directions are 
shown by a compass rose. An example of a compass 
rose is shown below. 

When you stand facing toward the north, south will 
always be at your back, east will be on your right, 

and west will be on your left. 

Now imagine that you are visiting the Great 
Pyramids of Giza, which were built thousands of 
years ago as tombs for Egyptian kings. You ask 
directions to get from the ticket booth to the Great 

Sphinx, a huge statue with the head of a king and 
the body of a lion. Someone tells you, “Just walk 

southeast along this path, and you’ll be there.” 

The Sphinx and a pyramid in Egypt

Southeast is an intermediate direction. 
Other intermediate directions are southwest, 
northeast, and northwest. They are called 
intermediate directions because they are 
in between the cardinal directions. The 
compass rose to the right shows both the 
cardinal and intermediate directions.
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Imagine you receive directions like this: “The Sphinx is southeast of the ticket booth.” 
Now you know the relative location of the ticket booth. Relative location is the location 
of one place in relation to another place. For example:

• He lives one mile west of town.

• Ohio is east of Indiana.

• Africa is south of Europe.

The map above shows the area in Giza, Egypt where the pyramids and Sphinx are 
located. 

8. Which way is north on this map?

9. Which of the three major pyramids is the farthest south?

10. In what direction would you walk to get from the Sphinx to the pyramid of Khafre?

11. In what direction would you walk to get from the pyramid of Khufu to the   
 pyramid of Khafre?

12. Imagine you are at the ticket booth. You plan to visit all three major pyramids  
 and the Sphinx. Trace with your finger the route you will take on the map.   
 Then, on a piece of paper, write the directions you will walk.
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Africa is one of the largest continents on Earth. Parts of Africa are located in all four 
hemispheres. The map above shows all the countries on the continent of Africa. 

Use the map to answer the questions at the top of the next page.
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Skill Builder

Review
1. The equator divides the Earth into what two hemispheres?

2. The prime meridian divides the Earth into what two hemispheres?

3. In which two hemispheres is much of Asia located?

4. You are in Europe. You travel east. What continent will you cross into first?

5. You are at the southern tip of Africa. You sail directly west. What is the first   
 continent you will reach?

6. What direction would you travel to get from Australia to North America,   
 northeast or northwest?

7. What direction would you travel to get from Europe to the Indian Ocean,   
 southeast or southwest?

8. Imagine you are facing north. What direction is behind you? What direction is  
 to your left? What direction is to your right?

9. “The library is two blocks west of the school.” This is an example of                
 location.

Try It Yourself
Use the political world map on pages 66-67 to help you with the following activities.
Identify the hemispheres in which each of these countries is located— Russia, 
South Africa, Chile, New Zealand, and Mexico.

Plan a trip to Africa. Choose four countries you will visit. Write the names of these 
countries on a piece of paper. Pick one country in which you will begin your trip. 
Write the direction you will travel as you move from one country to the next. At 
the top of the paper write the direction you will travel from your home to the first 
country. At the bottom, write the direction you will go on your way home. 

13. Name two countries north of Nigeria.

14. Name the country directly west of Egypt.

15. Name two countries southeast of Angola.

16. In which direction would you travel to go from Algeria to Chad?

17. In which direction would you travel to go from Kenya to Gabon?

18. The Nile River starts in the mountains of Rwanda and Burundi and flows into  
 the Mediterranean Sea. In what direction does the Nile flow?


