Geography at the Confluences
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	One of the most important parts of geography is exploring the world around us.  Whether traveling to distant lands or discovering what's in our own backyards, geographers are always interested in not only where places are, not only what they look like, but why they look the way they do. 


At the same time, geography also has to do with classifying and cataloguing the world.  One way we do this is by placing a graticule, a grid of lines, over the globe so we have a standard way of answering the question, "Where are you?"  The east-west lines, or lines of latitude, start from 0°at the equator and go to 90°at each of the poles.  The north-south lines, known as lines of longitude, start from 0° at the Prime Meridian in Greenwich, England, and work their way around to 180° in the middle of the Pacific Ocean.  Each degree is divided into 60 minutes, which are then divided into 60 seconds.  See your textbook for more information on the graticule and latitude and longitude. 

	There are thousands of points around the world known as confluences, where lines of latitude and longitude intersect as integers.  For example, 41.0000°N, 109.0000°W has no minutes or seconds.  An organization called the Degree Confluence Project is devoted to getting pictures of every point in the world (on land, at least!) at one of these points on the graticule.  In this assignment, you will explore one of these confluences without leaving the comfort of your home or library.
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This is the first part of a two-part assignment, using the confluences as a starting point.  Internet access and a printer are required to complete the assignment; please see me if this poses a problem for you.  This assignment is due on Wednesday, February 16 at the beginning of class. If you can't make it to class that day, either turn it in early or e-mail it to me.  You will lose 5 points for each calendar day that it is late.

Step 1: Where are we going?

The first thing to do is to choose your confluence from the list in class.  You can look at the map with the signup sheet for a general idea of where the confluences are.  There's one or two available for most states, though some were too small to have any interesting confluences.

Write your confluence here:
________ N
_________ W    
State: __________

Then, look on the attached map.  Figure out where your confluence is.  The graticule on the map includes every 10 degrees, so you'll probably need to estimate where yours falls.  Mark your confluence with an X or a dot and label its latitude and longitude.

Step 2: What do you think it looks like?

Now that you've selected a confluence, what do you think the landscape looks like?  Use an atlas you have at home, at school, or online to get a better idea of where exactly your confluence is (try www.nationalatlas.gov).  Do you think it's in a populated area or not?  What do you think the climate is like in terms of temperature and precipitation?  What might the vegetation look like?  Make a guess about the terrain: plains, hills, swamps, mountains, etc.  Write down your answers before doing the rest of the exercise.

Next, you'll need a topographic map of your confluence for a more detailed description.  Go to www.topozone.com and look up your confluence as follows:

1) Select "View Maps" in the upper left-hand corner.

2) Scroll down until you get to the section labeled "Latitude/Longitude - Decimal Degrees."

3) Enter your coordinates.   Be sure to put in the negative amount for longitude (e.g., -109, not 109).  

4) A new page will open with your confluence.  In the frame on the left, underneath "Map Size," select "Large," and then click on "Update Map."

5) With the new, larger map, select "Print Copy" to the left.  Print out a copy to turn in.

Now, look at your topographic map and add to your general description.  What is the approximate altitude?  Describe the topography of the area.  If there are hills, are they steep? (Hint: How close together are the contour lines?)  Are there any bodies of water: rivers, lakes, etc.?  Any signs of human habitation?  Is there anything you'd like to change about the predictions you made above?

Now imagine that you're standing at the confluence point and read the contour lines more carefully.  Look to the north.  What do you see?  Are there hills or plains?  Does the ground slope upwards or downwards?  What do you see close by and in the distance?  Repeat this for each of the other directions, and write down your answers before proceeding.

Step 3: What does it actually look like?

For the last step, you'll compare the predictions you made based on the maps to photographs of the actual location.  Go to www.confluence.org, home of the Degree Confluence Project.  From the menu bar on the left, underneath "confluences," choose "search."  The first search option is "Confluence Quick Search."  Input your latitude and longitude, being sure to choose N and W for the directions.  When your confluence comes up, there will be a picture of the spot, along with a short description of how the person found it.  On the left side of the page should be a few more photos, with at least one looking in each direction from the site.  The bottom of the page tells you which photo is looking in each direction.  

How do the pictures of north, south, east, and west compare with what you expected to see?  Did you correctly interpret the topographic map?  If you were off, why do you think you missed something?  Does the vegetation look like what you expected?  Is there much evidence of human impact on the landscape?

Step 4: What do I do now?

You will turn in two parts for this assignment: the topographic map that you printed out, and the answers to the above questions, both your predictions and what the photographs actually show.  I expect 1-2 pages (double-spaced, 12-point Times font, 1-inch margins), which is about 250-350 words.  It is all right to use first person in your writing, but keep your writing style formal.  Spelling and grammar do count, so please run your paper past a spell checker and another human being before turning it in.  A sample assignment is on the class web site so you can get an idea of what I'm looking for.

This assignment is worth 200 points.  You will be graded as follows:

Correctly following procedure and answering all questions

20 points

A reasonably correct map interpretation



60 points

Well-written predictions for what your confluence looks like
60 points

A well-written description of the actual confluence


60 points

