
  

  

Orienteering - Study Guide 
 
 Orienteering is a sport which involves finding your way cross country using a map and compass.  The 
map is the most important tool in orienteering.  The compass is secondary in importance.  Orienteering is not 
only demanding physically, requiring speed, agility, and endurance, but  it is also mentally demanding, as one 
tries to determine the best route between control points.  For this reason, orienteering is often called “the 
thinking sport”.   
  Orienteering is a relatively new sport which started in Sweden in the early 1900’s.  It is a fast-growing 
world-wide sport, extremely popular in many European countries.  It does not get much media attention 
because it is strictly a participant sport, not a spectator sport. 
 Three very important orienteering skills are orienting, folding, and thumbing.  The first thing one should 
do before starting out on a course is orient the map so that you are headed in the right direction.  Next, it is 
much easier to carry and read the map if it is folded so that only the area surrounding your current location is 
showing.  Then if you use your thumb as a guide on the map, keeping it pointing at your present location as you 
travel, you will be less likely to lose your place on the map.  
 
Vocabulary 
Attack point - an obvious feature, close to a control, from which the control can be located 
Bearing - a compass direction, stated in degrees 
Collecting feature - an obvious feature beyond the control which you will hit if you miss the control from your 
attack point. 
Compass - an instrument used for navigation to determine directions 
Contour lines - lines drawn on the map to show the elevation, shape and steepness of the land 
Control - a specific point on the course to be located by the orienteering participants.  It is marked on the map 
by a circle, and in the field by a white and orange marker flag. 
Depression - a hollow with higher ground on all sides 
Elevation - the height above sea level 
Handrail - a line feature, such as a trail, fence, or stream, which can easily be followed to get to a control 
Knoll - a small hill 
Legend - a list of symbols represented on the map, also called a key 
Magnetic North - the direction to which the compass needle points 
Orienteering - an outdoor navigation sport using map and compass to find a series of control points 
Orienting - turning the map so that the symbols on the map and the features on the ground are in the same 
relative position, or so that north on the map points to north on the terrain 
Pace counting - counting double paces to measure distance covered on the ground 
Re-entrant - a small gully or valley 
Scale - the proportion between distance on the map and the actual distance on the land 
Symbols - small designs on a map which represent features of a landscape 
The thinking sport - another term for orienteering, because it requires participants to think out their route 
choices. 
Thumbing - placing the thumb on the map at the point where you are located and moving it along the map as 
you travel. 
 


