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The Continents: Close-Up

 A continent is a big mass of land. 
It is completely or mostly surrounded by 
water. There are seven continents. The 
continents make up just over 29% of the 
earth’s surface. 

Landmasses
 • The continents are North Ameri-

ca, South America, Europe, Asia, 
Africa, Australia, and Antarctica. 

 • Subcontinents: Greenland and 
the India-Pakistan area 

 • Microcontinents: Madagascar and
  the Seychelles Islands 
 • Oceania: Island groups in the Pa-

cific Ocean 

How Were the Continents Formed?
 At one time, people believed the continents were formed by natural disasters. They blamed 
it on floods, earthquakes, and volcanoes. In 1596, Abraham Ortelius, said that the continents fit 
together like a puzzle. He said they had once been joined. Later, they were torn apart.

 Alfred Lothar Wegener later wrote a book. In his book, he wrote about a new theory. He 
called his theory the “Continental Drift.” He believed that the earth had once been one super con-
tinent. He named it Pangaea. This is a Greek word. It means “all lands.” He believed that the large 
landmass was a lighter rock. It floated on a heavier rock. It would be like ice floating on water.

  He believed that the big masses of land 
were still moving. They moved at a rate of 
about one yard each century. He believed that 
Pangaea existed in the Permian Age. It slow-
ly divided into two parts. The upper part was 
named Laurasia. The lower part was named 
Gondwanaland. 

  By the Jurassic Age, the big masses of 
land had moved into seven continents. They 
“drifted” to where they are now.

  Most scientists agreed with this theory. 
In the 1960s, mountain ranges were found 
on the ocean floor. This suggested that the 

Wegener’s theoretical continent, Pangaea, during 
the Permian Age (white outlines indicate current 
continents)

The Continents Today

North
America

South
America

Antarctica

Africa

Europe
Asia

Australia

The Continents: Close-Up



CD-404173  ©Mark Twain Media, Inc., Publishers 3

Exploring Australia: Alternate Version Download

earth’s crust was made up of about 20 
slabs.  These slabs are called plates.

 This led to a new theory. The the-
ory is known as “Plate Tectonics.” It sug-
gested that these plates move a few inches 
each year. The plates move apart, collide, 
or scrape against each other. 

 Scientists have found out that most 
volcanoes occur along the plate boundar-
ies. Recently, there have been earthquakes 
at the plate boundaries near Indonesia and 
Japan. These have caused tsunamis that killed hundreds of thousands of people. Scientists hope 
that further study will help them better understand the Earth’s story.

The earth’s crust consists of about 20 plates. Plate tectonics suggest that these plates move a few inches 
each year.

Landmasses during the Jurassic Age
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The Continent of Australia: Close-Up

 Australia is the smallest continent 
in the world. It is the only continent in the 
world that is also a nation. All of Austra-
lia is located south of the Equator. The 
land is flat. The interior of the continent is 
called the outback. It has large plains. It 
is dry and rugged.

 Australia is about 2,500 miles 
(4,000 km) from east to west. It is 2,300 
miles (3,700 km) from north to south. 
Australia covers 2,966,200 square miles 
(7,682,460 sq. km). It is about the same 
size as the United States mainland.

Location
 • Australia is southeast of Asia. 
 • The north coast of Australia is on the Arafura Sea, the Timor Sea, and the Torres Strait. The 

Coral Sea and the Tasman Sea are to the east. The Indian Ocean is on the west coast. The 
southern coast is on the Indian Ocean and Bass Strait.

Land
 • Australia has six states. These states are New South Wales, Queensland, South Australia, 

Tasmania, Victoria, and Western Australia. 
 • It has two territories. They are the Australian Capital Territory and the Northern Territory. 

Australia and the island of Tasmania form the Commonwealth of Australia. 
 Other Territories
  Australia also governs: 
  • the Territory of Ashmore • Cartier Island
  • Australian Antarctic Territory • Christmas Island
  • the Cocos Islands • the Coral Sea Islands Territory
  • the Territory of Heard Island • the McDonald Islands
  • Norfolk Island

Four Major Geographical Regions 
 • The Great Dividing Range goes along the eastern coast. The range has a series of moun-

tains that have been worn down by time and weather. One of these is Mount Kosciusko. 
This is the highest point. It is only 7,310 feet (2,228 m) high.

 • Tasmania is an island off the south coast of the mainland. It is a part of the Great Dividing 
Range. A strait divides it from the rest of the continent. 

 • The Central Lowlands are west of the Great Dividing Range. It has grasslands and river 
basins with rich soil. The Murray River flows through this region. It is 1,600 miles (2,575 
km) long.

 • The Western Plateau covers two-thirds of the continent. The soil is rocky. It is of little use for 
farming. Mining is done in this area. 
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Australia at a Glance: Close-Up

 Australia is an island. It 
is also one of the seven conti-
nents. Australia is the only na-
tion to take up a whole continent. 
It covers over 2.9 million square 
miles (7.7 million sq. km). There 
are over 22.5 million people who 
live there. Seventy percent of its 
people live in ten of the largest 
cities.

 The ruler of Britain is 
the head of state. The prime 
minister of Australia is elected. 
This person heads the govern-
ment. The city of Canberra be-
came the capital in 1926. There 
are six states. These states are 
New South Wales, Queensland, 
South Australia, Victoria, West-
ern Australia, and Tasmania. 
The Northern Territory governs 
itself, but it is not a state. 

Interesting Facts  
 • “Advance Australia Fair” is the national anthem. It 

replaced “God Save the Queen” in 1984.

 • The national holiday is Australia Day. It is held 
each year on January 26th.

 • The national colors are green and gold. 
 • The flag has a blue background. In the upper left 

corner is a small Union Jack. The Union Jack is 
the British flag. It was placed on this flag to show 
Australia’s close ties with Britain. It also has a 
white, seven-pointed star. The star stands for the 
six states and the territories. Small white stars form 
the Southern Cross. It is an important part of the 
Southern Hemisphere night sky.

 • The emblem has a shield containing the badges of 
the six states. Another term for emblem is coat of 
arms. The kangaroo, an emu, and the native wattle 
plant also appear on the emblem.
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Australia’s Climate: Close-Up

 Australia is an island. It has many types of 
climates. The winds from the seas keep the tem-
peratures from being too high or too low. Snow is 
rare. You might see snow on the mountains.

 Each year, Australia has droughts, floods, 
and cyclones. In the Southern Hemisphere, cy-
clones have high winds that spin in a clockwise di-
rection. In the Northern Hemisphere, these winds 
move in a counterclockwise direction. They are 
known as tornadoes. Brushfires are also common. 
In 2009, brushfires in Victoria killed 173 people. 
Flooding occurred in Queensland in December 
2010 and January 2011. At least 70 towns were af-
fected. Thirty-five people were killed. The flooding 
caused at least $30 billion Australian dollars worth 
of damage.

Climate Regions
 • Most of Australia is desert. The deserts and semiarid regions are in the central and western 

regions. About two-thirds of the continent gets less than 10 inches (25.4 cm) of rain each 
year. The sun quickly dries up most of the rain.

 • Australia’s northern regions have a tropical climate. They have a hot, wet period during 
the monsoon season of February and March. A dry, warm period follows when the winds 
change direction. In some of the tropical regions, rainfall is more than 100 inches (254 
cm).

 • The savanna area is drier. There is little rain. People rely on the water from artesian wells. 
From these wells, water flows to the surface all by itself. The grasses are enough to feed 
large herds of sheep and cattle. The herds are always being moved. Grazing is carefully 
controlled. This is done in order to avoid using up the grasses and the nutrients in the soil.

 • The southern regions of Australia have a temperate climate. There are four seasons. They 
have cool winters and warm summers. The southern states often get hot, dry, summer 
winds from the continent’s interior.

 • Part of the western coast has a Mediterranean climate. The summers are hot and dry. The 
winters are mild and wet.

 • Tasmania and part of the southeast coast have a marine west coast climate. This type of 
climate has more rainfall than a Mediterranean climate. It also has milder summers.
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Australia’s Resources and Industries: Close-Up

Industry
 Agriculture was the first major industry in Australia. 
Ranchers raised sheep for wool. They raised cattle for beef. 
Only a small amount of the land is good for farming. Australia 
is one of the main producers of beef and wheat in the world. It 
is the world’s largest producer of wool. The invention of refrig-
eration helped the nation to become a major source of beef for 
Europe.

 The soil is poor. Often the land is used for grazing for 
several years. Then it is plowed for growing wheat. In recent 
years, more people are growing grapes to make wine. Most of 
Australia has a dry climate. Farmers need to use irrigation to 
water many of their crops. Some of the main crops are wheat, 
fruit, and sugar cane.

Resources
 The continent is rich in minerals. The mining industry 
is the largest source of export income. The 1851 discovery of 
gold did much to increase the population on the continent. This 
helped to improve the economy. In the 1850s, Australia produced over 40% of the world’s gold. 
Today, it mines about 9% of the gold in the world. 

 Some of the other minerals found in large deposits are 
coal, copper, diamonds, iron ore, lead, and tin. In recent years, 
vast oil and natural gas deposits have been found. Deposits 
have also been found on the floor of the ocean between the 
mainland and Tasmania.

 At one point, Australia made very few of its own goods. 
Instead, they provided raw materials to Britain. During World 
War I, Australia was cut off from the rest of the world. It had 
to make many of its own goods. Since then, its manufacturing 
industry has continued to grow. Two of the items made are 
textiles and wine. Many of these goods are made for domestic 
use.  Australia has also become one of the world’s leading ex-
porters. China purchases about 22% of all Australian exports 
each year. Japan buys about 19% of the exports.

Bernhard Otto Holtermann found 
this 630-pound mass of gold in New 
South Wales in 1872.
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Australia’s Animal Life: Close-Up

 The most famous of Australia’s native animals is the kangaroo. Australia has many other 
animals not found anywhere else in the world. It also does not have many animals that can be 
found in other places. There are 240 types of mammals. It has 750 types of birds. 

 Many of the unique animals have become extinct. Seven types of birds are extinct. Over 
100 are endangered. There are 19 species of mammals that are extinct. Almost 100 mammals are 
endangered.

 The Europeans brought many types of animals to the continent when they came to settle 
the land. The numbers of many of these species grew out of control. They have been harmful to 
Australia’s ecology and native species. Some of these non-native animals are foxes, horses, rab-
bits, and pigs.

Mammals
 • Marsupials carry their young in a pouch. The kanga-

roo is a marsupial. It can hop at speeds of up to 40 
miles an hour. There are about 50 types of kangaroo. 

 • Australia is home to the duck-billed platypus and the 
echidna. They are the only egg-laying mammals in the 
world. 

 • The dingo is a mammal believed to have evolved from 
the wolf and wild dog. Early natives used dingoes to 
hunt. Today, wild dingoes roam the countryside killing 
sheep and cattle.

Birds 
 • There are 750 types of birds. Two of the more unusual ones are the cockatoo and emu.

Reptiles
 • There are many types of reptiles. There are two types of croco-

diles and over 500 types of lizards. Two of the lizards are the gecko 
and skink. 

 • There are over 100 types of poisonous snakes living in Australia. 
Two of these snakes are the death adder and the tiger snake.

Fish and Water Mammals
 • Australia is an island. This means it has water all around. The coastal waters have many 

types of fish, whales, and sharks. 
 • The Queensland lungfish breathes through a lung rather than through gills.

Insects
 • Insects of the continent include many types of ants, bees, beetles, flies, and termites. The 

giant termites build hills that are up to 20 feet (6 m) high.

Duck-billed Platypus

Blue-tongued Skink
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Australia’s Plant Life: Close-Up

 Australia has over 22,000 types of plants. Many of them are only found on this continent. 
Eighty-three species have become extinct since the 1700s. Another 840 are in danger of dying 
out.

Forests 
 • Heavy forests cover much of the tropical regions. Ferns, cedars, oaks, palms, and a variety 

of vines grow here. Orchids often add color to the tropical forests.
 • Pine forests grow along the eastern coast and in Tasmania. Over 500 types of evergreens 

live in Australia’s forests.
 • The eucalyptus is one of Australia’s most important trees. It grows well in Australia. These 

trees are able to live during long periods without rain. There are also few pests to harm its 
growth. More than 700 types of this tree grow there. The karris and blue gums grow to over 
300 feet (91 m) tall. 

 • Some eucalyptus trees are cut down for timber. They are 
also used to make fiberboard and paper products. Oil that 
comes from the leaves is used to make medicine. Products 
are used to clean wounds or help with coughs and sore 
throats. The oil is also used as a scent for soap.

 • The Aboriginal tribes used eucalyptus as a source of food. 
The roots are often used as a source of water. 

 • The leaves are a favorite food of koalas.
The Outback
 • The interior region is known as the outback. It has little plant life. However, some grasses 

and shrubs do grow in the region. They often have long root systems. This helps the plant 
to absorb water in the arid climate.

Grasses and Shrubs
 • Several types of grasses and shrubs cover much of Western Australia. Many of these pro-

vide food for the sheep and cattle herds.
Flowering Plants
 • There are many types of native wildflowers in Australia. There are 

over 1,500 species of acacia. One thousand of these are native 
to the continent. The golden wattle is a highly scented acacia. It 
is the national flower of Australia. The Australians celebrate Wattle 
Day each September 1st. 

 • Gum from the acacia plant is used to make medicine. The Aborigi-
nes used this gum for toothaches, colds, and to heal wounds. They 
used acacia wood for clubs, shields, spears, and boomerangs.

Crops
 • Only 6% of Australia’s land is good for growing crops. It is a dry 

continent. Some crops have to be grown in irrigated fields. Some 
of the crops grown in these fields are citrus fruits, grapes, sugar cane, and rice.

 • Wheat is the major crop grown for export. 

Golden Wattle
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The People of Australia: Close-Up

 There are only 6.4 people per square mile living in Australia. About two-thirds of the people 
live in cities of over 100,000. Most of the cities are near the coast. 

People
 The first people to live in what is now Australia were the Aboriginal tribes. They arrived 
over 40,000 years ago. 
 The Dutch first explored the area in 1606. The British arrived during the late 1700s. James 
Cook was a British explorer. He landed on the continent in 1770. He claimed the land for Britain. 
The first European settlement was in 1788. 
 Many of the first settlers were convicts. These were people from British jails. They were sent 
to remote regions and placed in prison or work 
camps. The continent was first known as Terra 
Australis Incognita. This means “Unknown 
South Land.” Gold was found in 1851. Many peo-
ple came to Australia in hopes of finding gold. 
 Today, most of the Australians are de-
scended from Europeans. About 80% have Brit-
ish or Irish ancestors. Most of the others are 
descended from settlers from other European 
nations. People of Asian and Middle-Eastern an-
cestry make up about 10%. Their numbers are 
growing. The Aborigines make up about 2.5% of 
the population.

Government 
 Great Britain divided the continent into six colonies in 1859. The colonies united and be-
came the Commonwealth of Australia in 1901. The monarch of Great Britain is the official head 
of state. The country is really run by the prime minister and parliament. They are elected by the 
people. English is the official language.

Education 
 Students must attend school between the ages of 6 and 15. About 70% of the children at-
tend public schools. It does not cost anything for children to go to a public school. There are also 
many private schools. A fee is usually paid to attend these schools. Children who live in the center 
of the continent are far from any towns. These children are often taught at home. Lessons may be 
taught over a two-way radio or the Internet. 

Religion
 Most of Australia’s people are Christians: Roman Catholic (26%), Anglican Church of Aus-
tralia (19%), and Uniting Church (4%). There are also smaller numbers of Jews, Buddhists, and 
Muslims. 
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The Aborigines: Close-Up

 The first people to live in what is now Australia 
are called Aborigines. Scientists think they came to the 
continent over 40,000 years ago. There are a number of 
theories as to where they came from and how they got 
there.

 The Aborigines were hunters and gatherers. They 
did not raise animals for food. They may have done some 
planting of seeds. They might have made ponds for fish-
farming.

 More than 500 tribes lived on the continent at one time. They were nomadic tribes. They 
did not build permanent villages. A clan is a family group. Each clan or tribe had their own lan-
guage, culture, and an area in which they lived. Each had as part of its culture a myth or totem. A 
totem is an object that is used as an emblem. Water and food sources were limited. So, most tribes 
lived in small villages.

 The Aborigine hunters used dingoes to help them hunt. A dingo is a cross between an 
Asian wolf and an Indian wild dog. Hunters also used spears, clubs, and boomerangs. A boomer-
ang is a curved item that is usually made of wood. When it is thrown just right, it will return to its 
starting point.

Arrival of Europeans 
 Europeans came in the 1700s. The Aborigines were using stone tools at this time. They 
were not using the wheel. They also did not weave cloth. Women did weave long grasses to make 
bags.

 The Europeans brought with them many diseases. The Aborigines had no resistance to 
them. The number of Aborigines in the 1700s was over 300,000. By 1900, the number was about 
60,000. Improved conditions helped the number to increase. In the 2006 census, 407,700 Aborigi-
nes were counted. Less than 50,000 are of 100% Aboriginal ancestry.

 When the Europeans came, they drove the Aborigines off their land. They destroyed the vil-
lages. Most Aborigines are now living in the cities. Many work on cattle and sheep ranches. A few 
live in native communities in remote areas of the continent.

Present
 For many years, the government treated the Aborigines unfairly. In more recent times, laws 

have helped protect them. Many are poor and do not have 
enough food to eat. They are also poorly educated.

 Today, the Aborigines make up about 2.5% of the popu-
lation of Australia. Most of them live in New South Wales 
and Queensland. They are trying to hold on to their heritage. 
They are doing this by building cultural centers and hosting 
festivals. In recent years, there has been a renewed interest 
in their art, crafts, music, and culture. Aboriginal dance group

Aboriginal musician playing a didgeridoo
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Australia’s History: Close-Up

 The Aborigines were the first people to live in Australia. Peo-
ple from Europe did not arrive until the 1700s.

Europeans
 Dirk Hartog was the first person from Europe to arrive on 
the continent. He arrived in 1616. He was a Dutch sailor. James 
Cook first came to the area during his trip around the world by ship 
in 1768. He was there twice in the 1770s. 

 The continent was remote. The British thought it would be 
a good place to send its convicts. The British sent 1,450 settlers. 
There were 736 convicts in that group. On January 26, 1788, they set up the first permanent settle-
ment on the continent. They named it Sydney. January 26th is now celebrated as Australia Day.

 Britain stopped sending convicts in 1850. Over 
150,000 had already been sent. During the 19th 
century, many new British colonies were set up 
along the coastline. Raising sheep was a major 
industry. Wool was sent to the textile factories 
in Great Britain. Gold was found in 1851. Many 
people moved to Australia. They were hoping to 
find gold. By 1860, there were one million Euro-
peans living there.

Commonwealth of Australia
 Most of the people of Australia wanted self-rule. This meant they wanted to govern them-
selves. On January 1, 1901, the Commonwealth of Australia was born. The British king was only 
the symbolic ruler. The real power was given to the people who were elected to hold office.

World Leader
 During World War I, Australia sent over 330,000 troops to fight. After the war ended, the 
number of industries in Australia increased. Trade with the United States and Japan grew. Then 
World War II began.

 Australia became a stronger world leader after the war ended. It was a charter member of 
the United Nations. Aborigines were made citizens in 1967. The policy of White Australia was 
dropped in 1973. This policy had set limits on the number of non-whites who could move to Aus-
tralia. 

 Australia celebrated its 200th birthday in 1988. It was the host for the 2000 Summer Olym-
pics in Sydney. Australia has also become a popular place to make motion pictures. Many Austra-
lian actors and musicians are famous around the world.

Capt. James Cook

Melbourne in 1840
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Australia’s Cities: Close-Up

 Most of the people of Australia live in cities. Almost two-thirds of its people live in eight cities. 
Each of these cities has more than 100,000 people.

 Sydney is the largest and old-
est city. It began as a place to send 
convicts from Britain. Sydney is the 
capital of New South Wales. There 
are about 3.7 million people who live 
in this city. It is located on the coast 
of the Tasman Sea. Sydney is a ma-
jor seaport. One of the most famous 
sites in this city is the Sydney Opera 
House. Sydney was host to the 2000 
Summer Olympics.

   Melbourne is the capital of Victoria. There 
are about 3.3 million people who live in this city. 
Melbourne was the temporary capital of Australia 
from 1901 until 1927. About one-fourth of Austra-
lia’s factories are located here. It is also a major 
cultural center. Melbourne hosted the 1956 Sum-
mer Olympics. 

   Brisbane began as a place to send con-
victs. It is the third-largest city in Australia. There 
are about 1.7 million people who live in this city. It 
is the capital of Queensland. It is also its largest 

seaport. Lumber and shipbuilding are its main industries. Brisbane hosted a world’s fair in 1988.

 Perth is a major seaport on the west coast. It was founded to help protect British trade. In 
the 1850s, gold was found. Soon people came to mine for gold. Perth is now the capital of Western 
Australia. There are over 1.2 million people who live in this city. Perth is a major banking center.

 Adelaide was founded in 1836. This city was named for the wife of King William IV of Eng-
land. It is the capital of South Australia. The city is a center for agriculture and industries.

 Canberra became the capital of Australia in 1927. There are about 350,000 people who live 
in this city.

Sydney Opera House

Royal Exhibition Building in Melbourne
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Australia’s Islands: Close-Up

 There are many islands off the coasts of Aus-
tralia. These islands are a part of Australia. Australia 
also controls many other islands located farther off its 
coasts. Most of these islands are very small. Often, 
people do not live on these islands.

Islands
 • The largest island is Tasmania. It is found off 

the southeastern coast of the mainland. Hobart is its capital. 

 • Australia took over the Norfolk Islands in 1914. One-third of these islands are national parks 
and reserves. The islands have very rich soil. They have a tropical rain forest climate. Two 
of the major crops are bananas and coffee. The islands gained limited self-rule in 1979.

 • The Coral Sea Islands Territory is quite small. It is controlled from Norfolk Island. Only Willis 
Island has people living on it. There are three people who live on this island. They work at a 
weather station.

 • The Territory of Ashmore and Cartier Islands are in the Indian Ocean. They are low islands 
made of coral and sand. People do not live on these islands. They came under the control 
of Australia in 1934. They are a part of the Northern Territory.

 
 • The Territory of Heard Island and McDonald Island are tiny islands. They are managed by 

the Department of Science. Britain gave them to Australia in 1947. The islands are a nature 
preserve for seals and many types of birds. People do not live on these islands.

 • The Cocos Islands are 27 small coral islands. They are 1,750 miles (2,816 km) from Aus-
tralia. The islands were found in 1609. People did not live on the islands until 1826. They 
voted to become part of Australia in 1984.

 • Christmas Island has an area of about 52 square miles (135 sq. km). The number of 
people living on the island is 1,400. The island is in 
the Indian Ocean. It is about 1,000 miles (1,609 km) 
from Australia. The island is the top of a mountain. A 
coral reef goes all the way around the island. It was 
named by a ship captain on Christmas Day to honor 
the holiday. It was taken over by Britain in 1888. The 
island was given to Australia in 1958. The Japanese 
took over the island during World War II. It has phos-
phate deposits that are still being mined.

Bruny Island

Southern Elephant Seals and Royal Penguins 
on Macquarie Island


