
DISTRIBUTION OF THE EARTH’S SURFACE BY HEIGHT 

 

The central column in the table below shows the distribution of the surface of 

the earth by height. For example 20.8% of the earth’s surface lies between 

sea level (0) and 1 km above sea level. The cumulative percentage area in the 

right hand column is found by successively adding the entries in the middle 

column. 

Height or depth interval  

km 

Percentage of total 

surface area of the 

earth 

cumulative percentage 

area 

Above sea level 

5 

4-5 

3-4 

2-3 

1-2 

0-1 

 

0.1 

0.4 

1.1 

2.2 

4.5 

20.8 

 

0.1 

0.5 

1.6 

3.8 

8.3 

29.1 

 

Below sea level 

0-1 

1-2 

2-3 

3-4 

4-5 

5-6 

6-7 

7-12 

 

 

8.4 

3.1 

6.1 

14.7 

22.6 

15.0 

0.9 

0.1 

 

37.5 

40.6 

46.7 

61.4 

84.0 

99.0 

99.9 

100.0 

 

Plot the figures in the table as a histogram on an A4 sheet of graph paper.  

Plot the height along the short side of the graph paper using 1cm for 1km. Plot 

the percentage of total area along the long side using 1cm for 1%. 

What does this graph indicate about the heights of the earth’s surface?  

Mark on your graph the average height/ depth of the continental crust and of 

the oceanic crust. 

Now plot on a second sheet of graph paper the cumulative percentage along 

the long edge using 1cm for 5% against height along the short edge using 1cm 

for 1km. 



If you turn your graph paper sideways so that the long edge is horizontal the 

graph represents the average profile from highest land to deepest ocean. 

Label the plain, mountain, trench, abyssal plain, and continental slope. 


