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Chapter 1 Blueprint Reading Introduction 

Construction blueprints are the means by which the owner, through the architect or the designer, 
communicates to the builder what is to be built.  These drawings, along with a set of 
specifications, form the basis on which the job will be built, including what materials are to be 
used, and the procedures that are to be followed. It is important that all persons involved in 
planning, supplying or constructing the building be able to correctly read and interpret the 
blueprints.  

Reading plans is a skill that can be learned; first by becoming familiar with certain features and 
conventions that all blueprints have in common, and secondly, through practice.  Simply put, the 
more you study plans, the easier they are for you to read and understand them.  While the
blueprints may seem confusing at first, with practice the apprentice will find that understanding 
the blueprints will greatly enhance their knowledge and help them to do their job effectively.  
Each set of blueprints refer to a specific building or part of building, however, there are many 
views, symbols, abbreviations, lines and drawings that are common to all drawings.  By 
becoming familiar with the "language of blueprints", the apprentice will have the basic tools to 
interpret any set of blueprints.

Views

When looking at a set of blueprints, the first question that often comes to mind is "What am I 
looking at?  It just looks like a bunch of lines on a piece of paper."  The building, or parts of the 
building, are shown in different ways to give people a complete idea of what the building looks 
like.  If one understands the types of views used, then one can make sense of those lines.  

The easiest type of drawing to understand 
pictorial views, which show the building
in three dimensions in perspective,
much like a photograph.  These are useful to 
show an owner or buyer what the building
will look like, but they are not practical 
drawings from which to build a building.  
The closest type of drawing to a pictorial 
drawing is an isometric drawing.  This type 
of view shows three sides of an object at one 
time by establishing a 90° angle and then 
have remaining lines run at 30° to this base.  
This gives the isometric drawing the
appearance of being three-dimensional but 
without sacrificing true proportion.  Unlike a 
perspective drawing, isometric lines are drawn to scale.  

Shown here is an example of an isometric drawing of some panels.  
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The most common type of drawing on a set of prints is known as an orthographic projection. 
This type of drawing projects only one face or one side of an object onto a flat surface.  There is 
no attempt to show any three dimensional aspects; no allowance is made for the depth or distance 
of the view.  All objects are drawn at the same scale.  Orthographic drawings are used to show 
what is to be built from many different positions.  The key to successful plan reading is to 
combine the drawings into a complete picture of what is to be built.  The types of orthographic 
drawings include:

Plan View

A plan view is a view looking directly down from above the object. In its most technical term, a 
plan view shows us a view that is as though we sliced through the building at approximately five
feet above the floor line of the structure, and then looked inside.  Many of the drawings 
modular installation are shown in plan view.  The main plan view is the floor plan, which will 
show the layout of the cubicles, walls, access ways and doors.  Shown below is an example of a 
plan view.

All views show some aspects of the object, but each view has limitations on what it can show so 
it is necessary to combine the different views of the object to get a complete picture of what is to 
be built.  Plan views do not show the heights of the objects shown, for example, it might show a 
cubicle panel that is 3" thick and 3'6" wide, but it will not show how tall the panel is.
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Elevation View

An elevation view is a view looking at the front, back or side of an object just as though the 
person is looking directly at the object.  On many sets of blueprints, you have exterior and 
interior elevations, however, with modular, the elevations are all interior elevations.  Elevation 
views allow you to see the outer characteristics of what is shown, for example, the finishes of a 
particular panel or wall.  Elevation views are a good place to find the heights or elevations of 
what is to be built, such as a whiteboard being mounted 32" above the floor.  Here is an elevation 
view showing the front and back of some panels

Sectional Views

Not all the aspects of a building or object can be seen or understood from just 
the plan view (top view) or the elevation view (front or side view).  Sometimes 
it is necessary to see what is inside of an object like a wall or a panel; this is the 
function of a sectional view.  The sectional view reveals what would be exposed 
if an object were "cut" through.   Shown here is sectional view of a panel.  

Details

Plan views, sectional views and elevation views are usually drawn to a scale that 
makes it difficult to see certain features.  To be able to see how things are to be 
done, the designer uses details to clarify some areas shown.  Detail drawings 
take these areas and, through the use of a larger scale, give an expanded view of 
what is to be built.  

For example, a plan view may show where three panels come together, while a 
detail would show how the three-way connection works.  Where the plan view 
may be drawn to a scale of 1/4" = 1'-0", the detail of the connection may be 
drawn at a scale of 1 1/2" = 1'-0", which allows the installer to clearly see how 
the connection is to be made.  
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Detail drawings may be found on the same sheet as the plan view or elevation that they are taken 
from, or they may be put onto another sheet with a reference where the detail can be found.  The 
reference is usually a circle with a letter or number in the upper half that indicates which detail 
drawing the detail is, and a page number in the lower half of the circle to indicate which page the 
detail would be found on.  Below is an example of a detail. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The detail shown is detail number 6 on the third sheet of the architectural plans, A3. 

 

Lines 

One function of construction blueprints is to get the correct dimensions of all aspects of the 
building or object.  It is important for the person reading the plans, then, to understand the 
system of lines that appear on the plans.  Designers use a system known as an "alphabet of lines" 
which convey meaning to each type of line shown. 

The types of lines are: 

Object line 

This is a heavy, continuous line that is used to show all the edges and surfaces of an object. 

Hidden line 

These are medium weighted, evenly sized short dashes that are used to show edges and surfaces 
that are not visible in a particular view.  For example, a plan view of a cluster of cubicles would 
show the size and location of the worksurfaces, but the pedestals, since they are underneath the 
worksurfaces, would be shown by the dashed lines. 
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Centerlines 

Centerlines are made up of a series of alternating long and short dashes that are light in weight.  
These are used to indicate the centers of objects such as columns, fixtures and windows.   

Extension lines and Dimension lines 

Extension lines are thin, solid lines that extend out from an object to indicate the extent of a 
dimension.  

 Dimension lines are the same style and weight as extension lines and they are drawn from one 
extension line to the next extension line.  The dimension, 7'- 5 3/4", for example, is then 
indicated above, below or in the center of the dimension line.  When space is limited, sometimes 
the dimension is put to the side of the line.  The installer must pay careful attention to where the 
dimension is referring to.    
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To tell where the dimension begins and ends, the ends of the dimension lines are designated 
through the use of arrowheads, dots or slashes, as shown below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Break lines 

Break lines are used to save drawing space when showing long or tall objects.  The break line 
discontinues a drawing where no further view is necessary.  For example, a steel column may be 
shown at the top saddle and at the base plate and have a break line inserted between these to limit 
the space that is used.  The break line is usually a line with a "zigzag" in it.   

 

Leader lines 

Leader lines are used when there is not enough room in an area to put a dimension or when a 
label or written description is used by the designer.  The leader lines connect the written note or 
dimension with the object.  They are installed at any angle that is needed to make the connection.  
Leader lines have arrows at the end where they contact the object.   

 

Cutting plane lines 

As was mentioned before, sectional views are used to see inside an object.  A cutting plane line 
shows us where the imaginary cut has been made.  The cutting plane passes through the item that 
is cut and has a 90° arrow at one or both ends indicating the direction in which the item is to be 
viewed.  If not arrows are shown on a cutting plane, it means that it would look the same from 
either direction of the cut.  A cutting plane line is a thick line that can be either continuous or 
broken by two short dashes. 

The types of lines and their meaning are standard among architects and designers so the student 
should be able to recognize and interpret the lines on any set of blueprints. 
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Scales 

Construction projects are too large to be drawn full size on a blueprint, therefore, everything that 
is drawn must be reduced to a size that can be used on the jobsite.  In order to reduce objects but 
still have them be in proportion to all other parts of the building, a scale is used.  The scale keeps 
object in the same proportion so that a 2 x 4 still looks like a 2 x 4, no matter what scale is used.  
For example, a scale of 1/4" = 1'-0" means that every 1/4" on the plan represents one foot of the 
actual object.  The scale used is determined by the object that is being represented; if it is a large 
object, for instance a piece of property with a house on it, a small scale is used to fit everything.  
If it is a smaller object, for instance a detail of panel connection, a larger scale is used.  The scale 
of the drawing is noted on the drawing, usually below or next to the drawing.  Some drawings 
are done to their actual size and will be labeled as FS for full size.  When there is the notation 
NTS, that means the drawing is not to scale.  The dimensions that are shown on a set of prints are 
the ones to be used, the practice of using a scale or tape measure to take measurements from the 
blueprints is risky and should be avoided.  A good set of plans should have all the required 
dimensions.  If a dimension is not supplied, the best practice is to ask the designer to furnish the 
missing information.  Drawing to scale is usually done using an architect's scale.   
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Architect's scale 

This is a triangular ruler that is divided up into one full scale (12 inches that is divided up into 
sixteenths) and ten other scales.  The other scales are ratios of 3/32", 3/16", 1/8", 1/4", 3/8", 3/4", 
1/2", 1", 1 1/2" and 3 inches to the foot.  Scales are read from either left to right or right to left.  
Each scale has one section that equals one foot, but is broken into smaller increments; this is 
used to mark measurements that are less than one foot.   

 

 

In this example, we are reading the 1/2" scale.  It reads from right to left, so the numbers that are 
getting larger as we go to the left are the feet on the 1/2" scale.  The 9 and 10 are feet that go to 
the 1" scale reading from left to right.  The section to the right of the 0 equals 12".  The smallest 
line on this part equals 1/2", therefore the amount shown is equal to 8 1/2'. 

Each scale works in the same way, read the feet first, and then determine the inches and 
fractions, if there is any.  The 3" = 1'-0" scale allows for accuracy down to the 1/8", whereas the 
3/32" allows for accuracy down to 2".   

Blueprints are the roadmap to a successful modular installation.  The more plans you look at, the 
easier they will be to read, so do not shy away from looking at the plans.     

























































































































Lesson 4 

60  1204- Print Reading- Measurement & Layout 

NOTES: 
































































































































































































































