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Worksheet 1.4—Making a contour map using a clay model
Purpose

This activity will let you see in 3D how a contour map is ‘layered’ to show elevation in a clay/plasticine/playdough ‘mountain’. In the process, you will be creating an actual contour map of your clay model.

Materials required
(
modelling clay/plasticine/playdough (a circular lump about 10cm in diameter)

(
thick piece of cardboard or tile

(
ruler

(
A4 paper

(
pencil (long enough to stick into the ‘mountain’)

(
waxed dental floss (60cm)
(
2 small skewers or toothpicks

Method

1
Use the tile or thick cardboard as a base for building your ‘mountain’. 

2
Put the lump of clay on your base. Ensure the bottom of the clay is flattened.

3
With your hands, form an irregular-shaped ‘mountain’. Do not create a smooth cone, as you want to have a shape that has the crags, peaks and dips of a real mountain.
4
Once you have the desired shape for your mountain, poke the pencil through two points in the centre of the mountain, ensuring that the pencil touches all the way through to the base.
5
Hold the ruler upright along one side of your mountain. Make little dents in the clay at points about about 1/4, 1/2 and 3/4 of the way down from the top. These are the points at which you will slice sections through your mountain.

6
Take the dental floss and stretch it so that it is taut. Wrap the ends around your fingers as if you were about to floss your teeth. Now, carefully slice through the top quarter of your mountain, holding the floss as horizontal to the floor as you can. You should wind up with a small ‘mountain top’.

7
Place the ‘mountain top’ on the piece of paper. With the pencil, trace around the base of the ‘mountain top’. Now use the pencil and push it through one of the holes you made earlier, and make a dot on the paper. Do the same with the other hole. Lay the ‘mountain top’ aside carefully (don’t squash it).
8
Perform the same procedure on each of the ‘layers’ of the mountain. Each time you have sliced of another layer, place it on the paper using the pencil marks and the pencil holes as a guide to ensure your slices are lined up properly. When you are finished, you should have a series of rough ‘circles’ that will represent your mountain contours.

9
When you have finished the slicing, place the mountain layers back together. How does it compare with the ‘contour’ map you have made of your ‘mountain’? 

Extension

Use the 3D model and the ruler to measure the distance in centimeters between the points where you sliced the clay. Add this information to add elevation marks your topographic map.
This worksheet was adapted from the worksheet ‘How to make a topo map’ at the NASA Space Place website: http://spaceplace.jpl.nasa.gov/en/kids/strm_make1a.shtml
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