
Latitude and Longitude Notes 

The earth is a sphere, so in order to locate positions on it, a system had to be made up that uses 

the geometry of a sphere. 

LATITUDE 

The sphere is divided up into northern and southern parts (hemispheres) by an imaginary line 

running down the middle of the Earth.  This line is the equator (0o latitude.) 

Latitude lines run side to side (the “flat” way.)   

Latitude measures the angular distance a location is north or south of the Equator. 

Latitude Lines run PARALLEL to each other and NEVER meet!   

Memory aid:   IF SOMEONE ASKS “IS THE EARTH IS FLAT? TELL THEM “Not So!” AND THAT IS 

THAT!    (The “Not So” stands for north and south.) 

A location can be no farther than 90 degrees away from the equator as the greatest angular 

distance from the equator is 90o.  Once you travel farther than 90o you start heading back to 

the equator. 

LONGITUDE 

The spherical Earth is divided up into eastern and western parts (hemispheres) by an imaginary 

line that runs through Greenwich, England.  This is the Prime Meridian (0o Longitude.) 

The Prime Meridian is not a natural division of the Earth into east and west.  It was designated 

to run through England because they were the world superpower when this system was first 

invented.   

Longitude lines run up and down (the “long” way) 

Longitude measures the angular distance a location is east or west of the Prime Meridian. 

Longitude lines do NOT run parallel to each other.  They are farthest away from each other at 

the equator and actually MEET at the north and south poles!  So the distance between them 

changes as you move up or down along them.   

Memory aid:  TO REMEMBER LONG, SING THE SONG that “WE” NEED TO GET ALONG  (The 

“WE” stands for west and east.) 

A location can be no farther than 180o from the Prime Meridian as this is halfway around the 

Earth.  After 180o a person would start to head back to the Prime Meridian. 

The 180o line is called the “International Dateline.”  It separates one day from another on Earth.  

It zig-zags around (is not a straight line) so no country is in two days at the same time! 



 

MINUTES/DECIMALS 

Using whole numbers of latitude and longitude is not precise enough to pinpoint locations on 

Earth.  For example, one degree of latitude is 70 miles and Long Island is only about 20-25 miles wide.  

So it only covers about a quarter of a degree.  So again, we must break down the latitude further and 

this is the idea of using minutes (or decimals.)  

Number as a fraction of a 

degree 

Number as a decimal Number expressed in minutes  

(abbreviated as an apostrophe) 

0 0.0 0 minutes 

¼ 0.25 15 minutes 

½  0.50 30 minutes 

¾ 0.75 45 minutes 

1 1.0 60 minutes 

 

So if a location is halfway between 40o and 41o North latitude, it is written, “40o 30’ North if using 

minutes,  or 40.5o if using decimals. 

If it is one quarter of the way between 40o and 41o North latitude, is written, “40o 15’ North or 40.25o 

North. 

 


