Planet Earth Unit Vocabulary
Oblate Spheroid
· The nearly spherical shape of the Earth, slightly flattened at the poles and slightly bulging at the equator.

Lithosphere 

· The solid portion of the Earth below the atmosphere and hydrosphere.

· A solid layer that includes the crust and the upper portion of the Earth’s mantle.

Hydrosphere
· The liquid water part of the Earth including the oceans, lakes, streams, and groundwater.

Atmosphere
· The shell of gases that surrounds the Earth.

Troposphere
· The lowest layer of air, from the surface of the Earth up to about 12 km that contains most of the mass of the atmosphere.

Coordinate System 

· A grid in which each location has a unique designation defined by the intersecting of two lines.

· Latitude and longitude are the most common coordinates used on the Earth.

Equator
· An imaginary line that circles the Earth halfway between the North and South Poles.

Latitude
· The angular distance in degrees north or south of the equator.  
· It varies from 0° at the equator to 90° at the poles.

Parallel
· An imaginary line, drawn around the Earth and parallel to the equator, that represents a constant latitude.

Longitude
· The angular distance in degrees east or west of the prime meridian.  
· Longitude varies from 0° at the prime meridian to 180° near the middle of the Pacific Ocean.

Meridian 

· An imaginary semicircle, drawn around the Earth from the North Pole to the South Pole that represents a constant longitude.

Prime Meridian 

· An imaginary line (semicircle) that runs through Greenwich, England, from the North Pole to the South Pole.

Tropic of Cancer 

· The farthest north that the vertical ray of sunlight ever gets (at the June solstice), 23 ½° north of the equator.

Tropic of Capricorn 

· The farthest south that the vertical ray of sunlight ever gets (at the December solstice), 23 ½° south of the equator.

Navigation 

· The science of locating your position on the Earth.

Altitude 

· The height, measured in degrees, of an object above the horizon of an observer.

Apparent Solar Time

· Time based upon the position of the sun in the sky.  
· It is usually a few minutes ahead of, or behind, clock time (mean solar time).

Solar Noon 

· The time when the Sun is at its highest point in the sky.

Mean Solar Day

· The average length of the day as measured from noon to noon (24 hours).

Apparent Solar Day

· The time required for the sun to go from its highest point in the sky on one day to its highest point the next day.

Greenwich Mean Time (GMT) 

· Time based upon observations of the Sun along the prime meridian.

Field 

· A region of space in which a similar quantity can be measured at every point or location.

Isoline 

· A line connecting points of the same value within a field.

Isobar
· A line on a weather map connecting places with the same atmospheric pressure.

Isotherm
· A line connecting places of the same temperature within a temperature field or on a weather map.

Isosurface 

· A surface in which all points have the same measured value.

Contour Line

· A line on a map that connects places with the same elevation and shows the shape of the land.

Topographic (Contour) Map

· A map that shows the shape of the land with contour lines.

· A map showing an elevation field.

Contour Interval 

· The difference in height between two adjacent contour lines.

Topography 

· The shape of the land surface.

Gradient (Slope) 

· The rate of change in field values between two points in a field.

· The average slope.

Continental Margin 

· The transition zone made up of the continental shelf and the continental slope.

Continental Shelf 

· The gently sloping region at the edge of a continent that extends from the shore toward the ocean basin.

Continental Slope 

· The region at the edge of the continental shelf towards the ocean basin. 
· Its slope is much steeper than that of the continental shelf.

