
Topographic Mystery Lab 
Background 
Topography is the study of the shape and features of Earth’s surface. It includes mountains, valleys, hills, and plains - all 

the rises and dips that make our planet’s surface uneven. Scientists use topographic maps to show these features in two 

dimensions. Instead of pictures, these maps use contour lines to represent elevation, or how high or low the land is 

compared to sea level. 

In this lab, you’ll act like an Earth scientist using limited data to uncover a hidden landscape. By carefully probing through 

holes in a covered box with a toothpick, you’ll measure the “elevation” at different points. Using your data, you’ll draw 

contour lines to create a topographic map that reveals the hidden landform beneath the surface. 

Materials 
In this lab, you will have 4 different mystery landscapes to map and a special toothpick to determine the elevation at a grid 

of locations. The lowest color visible when the toothpick is inserted shows the elevation at that location. 

 

 

Toothpick 

Color 

Landscape 

Elevation 

Red 50 m 

Orange 40 m 

Yellow 30 m 

Green 20 m 

Blue 10 m 

Procedure 
1. With each box, use the measuring device (toothpick) to determine the depth at each 

coordinate/hole by dropping it or carefully pushing it down until it stops (do not force it further). 

The red side should be on the bottom like in this picture → 

2. Based on the result, color in the corresponding circle on your grid with the designated color. 

3. Once all circles have been colored, connect similar colors and label with the elevations using the 

value mapping included in the materials above 

 

Step 1 – Color in Circles Step 2 – Connect Colors Step 3 – Label Elevation 

     

     

     

     

     
 

  
 



Mystery Map 1  Color in the Elevation → 
     

     

     

     

     
 

Describe the landform in words 

Go to bit.ly/topomystery and predict which of the mystery landforms 

matches your data for mystery map 1 

A         B         C         D 
  

Mystery Map 2 Color in the Elevation → 
     

     

     

     

     
 

Describe the landform in words 

Go to bit.ly/topomystery and predict which of the mystery landforms 

matches your data for mystery map 1 

A         B         C         D 
  

Mystery Map 3 Color in the Elevation → 
     

     

     

     

     
 

Describe the landform in words 

Go to bit.ly/topomystery and predict which of the mystery landforms 

matches your data for mystery map 1 

A         B         C         D 
  

Mystery Map 4 Color in the Elevation → 
     

     

     

     

     
 

Describe the landform in words 

Go to bit.ly/topomystery and predict which of the mystery landforms 

matches your data for mystery map 1 

A         B         C         D 
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