
Weather Maps and Weather Symbols 
In class, we have spent some considerable time learning how to draw isopleths on 
weather maps, and have focused on drawing isotherms (lines of equal temperature) and 
especially importantly isobars (lines of equal pressure). It is important to remember that 
surface weather maps (as opposed to upper atmospheric weather maps) plot isobars at 4 
mb intervals. Be sure you follow this convention in drawing your weather maps for your 
various assignments this weekend. 

We have also studied the way in which weather data are coded on weather maps. 
Knowing how to read this code is critically important in being able to interpret weather 
maps.  

The image below shows the format used in reporting weather data on a surface weather 
map. The circle represents  
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the location (also called the "station") where the observations are made; you should draw 
isobars with respect to this circle. For instance, if the pressure at this location were 
exactly equal to 1008, the 1008 mb isobar should be drawn through the circle 
representing this location.  

Two numbers appear to the left of the station; the upper of these two numbers is the 
current air temperature expressed in degrees F, the lower is the dew point expressed also 
in degrees F. If a map shows only one number to the left of the station, that is the air 
temperature.  

This diagram shows two yellow parallel lines between the numbers; more detailed maps 
will include these symbols between the temperature data, although your homework maps 
do not do so. Symbols between the temp and dew point numbers represent the weather 
currently observed at the station. This particular symbol (two parallel lines) means there 
was fog. A table of other weather symbols appears at the end of this page. Again, your 
homework maps do not include this sort of data. 



The amount of filling in of the central circle indicates the amount of cloud cover at the 
station at the time of observation. A completely clear circle indicates clear skies, a 
completely filled cirle means the skies were completely overcast. The symbol in the 
diagram above indicates approximately 3/4 of the sky is covered. A brief table of cloud 
cover sybmols is included below: 
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The wind speed and direction are indicated by the wind barb, that is the line coming 
straight out of the station circle and having one or more barbs attached. The wind 
direction is indicated by the orientation of the main line coming straight out of the central 
circle. This line is pointing in the direction the wind is coming from. Thus, in the data 
shown above, the winds are coming from the SE. The wind speed is indicated by the 
number of barbs at the end of the line. A long barb represents 10 knots of wind speed, a 
shorter barb represents 5 knots. In this case, the winds are coming from the SE at 15 
knots (since there is one ten knot barb and one five knot barb). A knot is a nautical 
measurement of speed, and is equivalent to 1.15 miles per hour. 



Finally, pressures are indicated by the three digit number to the upper right of the station. 
The three digit number shown is the last three digits of the measured pressure including 
the tenths place. It is straightforward to interpret these coded pressures. First, put a 
decimal point between the last two digits. Then, if the first digit is a 0, 1, 2, 3, or 4, insert 
"10" before the coded numbers. If the first digit is 5, 6, 7, 8, or 9, insert a "9" before the 
coded numbers. In the case presented above, the coded pressure is 027. So, first add the 
decimal point between to make this 02.7; since the first digit is a zero, insert a "10" 
before the coded numbers, and the correct pressure becomes 1002.7 mb. Here are a few 
more examples of how to decode pressure data on a surface weather map: 
 
867: first, add the decimal point to obtain 86.7; since the first digit is an 8, insert a 9, and 
the pressure is 986.7 mb. 
 
422 > 42.2 > 1042.2 mb 
663 > 66.3 > 966.3 mb 
120 > 12.0 > 1012.0 mb 



Finally, the table of different weather symbols is included below: 
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