
17.3 SkillBuilder: Creating and describing complex
overlay maps
17.3.1 Tell me
What is a complex overlay map?
A complex overlay map is created when one or more maps of the same area are laid over one another to
show similarities and differences between the mapped information. All maps must be at the same scale.
Laid over a base map with information that is consistent (for example, landforms), traced copies of maps
showing variables (for example, population) allow you to see the elements underneath. Traditionally, the
second map is on tracing paper that is attached to the original page.

Why are complex overlay maps useful?
Complex overlay maps are analysed to show relationships between factors — the similarities and the
differences in a pattern. They are useful when looking for the degree to which features are arranged in
a similar pattern. In a complex overlay map there may be three or more layers, allowing three or more
variables to be compared. Complex overlay maps also help you work out between which features there is
the strongest or weakest relationship or interconnection.

In today’s world of computers, geographic information system (GIS) programs do this task. Layers on the
computer screen can be turned ‘off’ and ‘on’ to show the interconnection between factors in a distribution
pattern.

Complex overlay maps are useful for:• town planners to see new settlement patterns overlaid on the land’s shape• construction engineers to see original buildings and the interconnection of extensions to a building• logistic engineers to overlay the distribution of a number of features to identify similarities• farmers to seek alternative planting rotations with an increased knowledge of the features involved,
such as soil types, rainfall and topography.

Model

FIGURE 1 An illustration of a completed complex overlay map showing Australia’s seasonal
rainfall patterns (left), drainage catchments (centre) and average annual rainfall (right)

Pdf_Folio:32

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 17

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



This sample complex overlay shows a map of Australia’s drainage catchments used as the base map
(centre). Taped to this on tracing paper is a map of Australia’s average annual rainfall shown at right in
FIGURE 1, attached so as to be able to fold onto the base map. Also taped to the base map, from the opposite
side, is a map of Australia’s seasonal rainfall patterns, shown at left in FIGURE 1. This is also attached so as
to be able to fold onto the base map. Additional layers could be added by taping further maps (drawn on
tracing paper) to the top and bottom of the base map.

This series of map overlays provides an example of interconnection; in this case, the interconnection
between annual rainfall and seasonal rainfall, between annual rainfall and drainage catchments, and
between seasonal rainfall and drainage catchments.

Further analysis is required to show areas that are not connected and areas that are sometimes related,
but not always. For example, the Murray–Darling Basin drainage catchment has a wide range of seasonal
rainfall patterns across its area, varying from uniform rainfall to arid zones.

A good series of complex overlay maps has:• been drawn in pencil first, then coloured• been drawn in light colours, so that the base map remains obvious• a key/legend on each overlay, offset so each can be seen• been accurately taped together so the maps overlap exactly• labelled features, if necessary• included BOLTSS.
A clear description of complex overlay maps has:• the same area/location on each of the three or more maps overlaid accurately• identified and communicated key features• clearly represented and communicated the data.

17.3.2 Show me
How to create and describe a complex overlay map

Video eLesson Creating and describing complex overlay maps (eles-1656)

You will need:• three maps of the same region at the same scale showing different information• one of these maps to act as a base map• two pieces of tracing paper, at least as large as the base map• a light grey pencil• coloured pencils• a ruler• an eraser• adhesive tape.

Procedure:
To complete and describe complex overlay maps you must have two or more maps of the same place and at
the same scale with different information.
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FIGURE 2A Australia’s drainage catchments
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FIGURE 2B Australia’s average annual rainfall
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FIGURE 2C Australia’s seasonal rainfall patterns
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Step 1

FIGURE 3 Hinged map (first overlay) over base map
Select the base map — this will show
information that is unlikely to vary.
In this instance, it is the drainage
catchments. You may need to trace
the base map if it appears in a book,
as it may not be possible to stick other
maps to the original.

Step 2
Trace each of the other maps onto
separate sheets of tracing paper.

Step 3
Using adhesive tape, hinge the maps
to fold on top of each other so that
the map outlines (coastlines) match
up. Alignment is very important, so
choose obvious borders to line up.
FIGURE 3 shows the hinged maps.

Pdf_Folio:36

Jacaranda Humanities Alive 8 Victorian Curriculum, Topic 17

UNCORRECTED PAGE PROOFS



Step 4

FIGURE 4 Two maps hinged to a base map, forming a complete
overlay map shown prior to folding

You are now able to lift each map
separately from the others to see the
information individually, or view two
or more maps combined.

Step 5
To finish your maps, don’t forget to
include BOLTSS. Each map should
have its own title, its own key/legend
and its own source. Scale and north
pointer need to appear only on the
base map.

Step 6
To analyse the information that the
overlay maps show, you comment
on where there is a relationship or
interconnection of features. Lay any two maps together and identify any similar patterns. Write a sentence
about these similarities. Then lay all three maps together, identify any similar patterns and write a sentence
about these. An example is that the area with less than 400 mm of rainfall forms the arid zone, with erratic
rainfall across the Western Plateau and Lake Eyre catchments.

Step 7
Next, look for significant differences across two maps. Write a sentence about these differences. Then look
for significant differences across the three maps and write a sentence about these. For example, the very
marked winter rainfall in south-west Western Australia does not produce greater annual rainfall than that in
western Tasmania and near Tully, Queensland.

Step 8
Now go through the process again looking for unusual occurrences; that is, where things appear random
and show no interconnection. An example is that the Murray–Darling Basin drainage catchment has a wide
range of seasonal rainfall patterns across its area, varying from uniform rainfall to arid zones.

Checklist
I have:• drawn in pencil first, then coloured• used light colours, so that the base map remains clear• placed a key/legend on each overlay, but offset it so each can be seen• created hinges with adhesive tape at appropriate spots• labelled features, if necessary• included BOLTSS.

Interactivity Creating and describing complex overlay maps (int-3152)

17.3.3 Let me do it
Complete the following activities to practise this skill.

Use the images from FIGURES 4 and 5 in subtopic 17.8 showing orangutan distribution in 2015 and rainforest
distribution in 2005, along with FIGURE 5 , below, showing the topography of Borneo. Create an overlay map to
show the interconnection between topography, rainforest distribution and orangutan distribution.
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Note: You will need to make your base map (from FIGURE 5) the same scale as the maps in the textbook. To do
this, draw a 3 × 3 grid over the base map, then draw a smaller 3 × 3 grid on a piece of paper — this new grid
should be the same size as the maps from the textbook that you want to match. Working one grid square at a
time, sketch a copy of the base map into the new smaller grid.

FIGURE 5 Topography of Borneo
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17.3 ACTIVITIES
1. Is there a pattern (relationship or interconnection) between the location of the highest land and rainforest

distribution (2005) in Borneo?
2. Is there a pattern (relationship or interconnection) between the location of rainforests (2005) and the

distribution of orangutans (2015) in Borneo?
3. Are there any areas in Borneo where there is no relationship between rainforest distribution and orangutan

numbers?
4. On what type of land might rainforests be found in the future?
5. Between which two features is the strongest relationship?

• High land and rainforest distribution
• High land and distribution of orangutans
• Rainforest distribution and the orangutan population.
What would explain this strong relationship?
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