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Elevation and Relief Maps
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It’s a beautiful March morning in San Francisco, California. You and your family
are eating breakfast near the San Francisco Bay. You’re wearing only jeans and a
T -shirt with no jacket, because it’s 70° Fahrenheit. Your father says, “Let’s drive
to Lake Tahoe today!” It’s a four hour drive, but everyone wants to go. Your mother
tells you to bring your winter coat, hat, mittens, and snow boots. Why do you need
so many clothes on such a warm day?
On your drive from San Francisco to Lake Tahoe, the elevation will change a lot.
Elevation, also called altitude, is the height of the land above sea level. Sea level
is the level of the ocean. The elevation at sea level is 0 feet. San Francisco is at sea
level, but Lake Tahoe is 6,225 feet above sea level. That’s quite a difference!

A view of San Francisco Bay

Lake Tahoe

You’ve learned that as you move farther north or south of the equator, the
temperature usually gets cooler. It also gets cooler as you go up in elevation. On a
spring day, it might be 70° F at sea level but only 40° F at 6,225 feet. It might be
sunny and warm at the coast but snowing up in the mountains.
On the way to the mountains, you cross over some large hills. There is no snow at the
top of these hills, but the air is cooler. When you enter the Sacramento Valley, you go
down in elevation and it becomes very warm. As you leave the valley, you gradually
climb in elevation. As you go higher, what do you think happens to the temperature?
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The map below is a relief map of California. A relief map shows the higher and
lower parts of an area. For example, on this map you can see mountains and
valleys. Relief maps sometimes use different textures and colors to show elevation.
The map key tells you the elevation shown by each color.

On this map, the darker green color shows areas of low elevation, between 0 and
500 feet above sea level. Red shows the highest elevations, above 10,000 feet, way
up in the mountains. The areas in yellow and light orange are between 2,000 and
5,000 feet above sea level. The Mojave Desert is in this elevation range. So are the
Coast Ranges, which are low-lying mountains and hills near the Pacific coast.
1. Is the elevation of California’s capital city greater or less than 1,000 feet above
sea level?
2. Which city is at a higher elevation, Fresno or Susanville?
3. Find the Stanislaus River in Central California. Which direction does it flow?
How can you tell?
4. Is Mount Whitney above or below 10,000 feet?
5. Which city is located above 1,000 feet, Yreka or Fresno?
6. Name three valleys in California.
7. Which area has a higher elevation, the Sacramento Valley or the Mojave Desert?
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Mt. Whitney
14,500 ft.

Here is a relief map of the United States. Examine the map and the map key.
You can see a big difference in elevation between different parts of the country.
Mountains are not the only places that are higher than sea level. The Great Plains,
for example, range from about 1,650 to 6,000 feet above sea level. The Great Basin
is a desert at very high elevation. All areas of the Great Basin are over 3,300 feet,
with many areas over 6,600 feet above sea level.
8. Which part of the country has the highest elevation, the East or the West?
9. If you drive from Chicago, Illinois, to Denver, Colorado, would you go up or 		
down in elevation?
10. Rivers flow from higher to lower elevations. Which direction does the Río 		
Grande flow? How can you tell?
11. Which direction does the Missouri River flow? How can you tell?
12. Name two cities that have no elevations higher than 650 feet.
13. Both the highest and lowest elevations in the 48 states shown on this map 		
are in the state of California. What is the elevation of Mt. Whitney? What is the
elevation of Death Valley? (Death Valley is below sea level.)
14. True or False: The Rocky Mountains are higher than the Appalachian Mountains.
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These pictures show places at
different elevations in the United
States.
15. Find each of these places on 		
the map on page 42. Put 			
the places in order, from lowest
to highest elevation.
A. Hills in the Great Basin

B. A farm on the Great Plains

C. Hiking in the Sierra Nevada mountain range

Skill Builder
Review
1. What does a relief map show?
2. True or False: As you go higher and higher in elevation, the temperature 		
usually goes down.
3. Why might a visitor to California pack both shorts and ski boots?
4. Look at the relief map of the United States on page 42. What different 			
elevations are in your state?
5. Which region has a lower elevation, the southeast or the northwest?

Try It Yourself

Find three states where you could go above 6,600 feet in elevation. Then find three
states where you could never go above 1,650 feet in elevation. Use the United States
maps on page 42 and pages 70-71 to help you find the states.
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