
GIS Quick Start Instructions 
(Updated July 2015, after 2008 Jim Skinner, USGS) 

 
We recommend GIS Geodatabases as the best and most organized method of consistently and 
efficiently mapping units, landforms, and/or structures.  However, if there arises an instance 
where you quickly need to produce figures or mapping results from scratch (and no pre-set 
Geodatabase is available), the following ESRI™ AcrGIS™ procedures can be used. 

 
1. Open ArcCatalog. 

  
2. Click on WINDOW on the menu bar and ensure that CATALOG TREE is activated (the left 

side of ArcCatalog in figure below) 

 
 

3. Navigate to the folder where you will save the new map data.  Click on that folder in the 
directory tree (FAST_MAPPING in example above).  If the folder is empty, you will see 
nothing in the CONTENTS window, (right side of example above). If the folder has 
contents, you will see this contents listed. 
 

4. Right-click on an empty area in the CONTENTS window, left-click “New” and left-click 
“Shapefile…” 

 
 

Right-click in this 
empty space in 

step-4 



5. In the CREATE NEW SHAPEFILE dialog box, fill out: 
a. Name: <YOUR_ PREFERRED_NAME> 
b. FEATURE TYPE: Select POINT, POLYLINE, OR POLYGON 
c. SPATIAL REFERENCE: Select EDIT and navigate and choose your favored coordinate 

system.  For ease, consider a geographic coordinate system (GCS – implies decimal 
degrees) by first clicking EDIT (as above), then SELECT, then double-click Geographic 
Coordinate Systems to choose from a predefined list. 

 

 
 

6. Click OK in the SPATIAL REFERENCE PROPERTIES dialog box. 
 

7. Verify that the CREAT NEW SHAPEFILE dialog box is properly filled with NAME, 
FEATURE TYPE, and SPATIAL REFERENCE.  Click OK. 

 
8. You will see <YOUR_ PREFERRED_NAME>.shp in the ArcCatalog CONTENTS window. 

 
9. Open ArcMap. 

 
10. When prompted, either open a new ArcMap project or select from existing projects from the 

pre-populated list. 
 

11. Click on the ADD DATA button on the ArcMap toolbar. 
 
 
 
 
 
 



12. Navigate to the directory containing <YOUR_ PREFERRED_NAME>.shp, click on it, and 
click ADD. 

 
13. Right-click on a blank portion of the ArcMap toolbar (e.g., right of HELP in the 

above example) to bring up the toolbar selection dropdown menu.  On the list of 
tools, ensure that EDITOR has a check beside it.   

 
14. To start editing <YOUR_ PREFERRED_NAME>.shp, right-click the shapefile, 

hover the cursor over Edit Features, left-click “Start editing” on the dropdown 
menu. The "Create Features" window should appear and allow you to select the 
feature type you want to add. Click the feature type you want to create and start 
drafting. 

 
 

15. To create a new feature, use the Create Feature menu (right side in example below) 
and select the feature you want to draw. 

 
 



 
16. In the Map View, begin clicking to create a new feature.  Double-click to stop. Create as 

many new vectors  (point, polyline, polygon).  To stop editing <YOUR_ 
PREFERRED_NAME>.shp, click “Editor” in the Editor Toolbar and then click “Stop 
Editing” on the dropdown menu. 
 

 
 
17. To change the feature you are drafting, choose a different feature from the Create Feature 

menu. 
 



Additional editing suggestions 
What is outlined above is a purposefully a “quick-and-dirty” method to digitize 
features.  Below are editing suggestions.  Research these by typing keywords in the 
ArcGIS Help pages, either via ArcMap or ArcCatalog. 

 
1. Snapping is important to ensure that digitized features are properly linked 

to one another.  Snapping rules (for example, snap contacts to structures) 
and tolerances (for example, snap to vertices within a specified distance) 
can be established by clicking on “Editor” on the Editor Toolbar and then 
selecting “Snapping…” and/or “Options…” from the dropdown menu. 

Suggested Help Keywords: Snapping environmnet; Using the snapping 
environment; An overview of editing and data compilation; Mapping and 
visualization. 

 
2. Digitized features, as outlined above, will not inherently have unique 

attributes (for example, digitized line types such as certain, approximate, 
and gradational).  To add unique feature attributes, you must add a new 
field using the ArcToolbox.  ArcToolbox houses all ArcGIS tools for 
creating, visualizing, and analyzing vector and raster information. It can 
be accessed from either the ArcCatalog or the ArcMap interface by 
clicking on the little red toolbox button.  Using the “Search” tab in 
ArcToolbox, search for “Add Field”. Double click the “Add Field” tool 
and follow the instructions. 

Suggested Help Keywords: Add Field; Data Management; ArcToolbox 
window basics; Editing attributes 

 
3. Changing the “symbology” (for example, polyline color and line weight) 

of digitized features is often important to show characteristic differences 
(attributes) of mapped features.  To change feature symbols, double click 
on the feature name in the DataFrame view.  Select the “Symbol” tab, 
click on the default symbol, and toy with new symbols.  If your feature has 
unique attributes, select the “Symbol” tab, click “Categories” on the left 
side of the dialog box, and toy with the unique attributes. 

Suggested Help Keywords:  Symbols; Creating line symbols; Creating fill 
symbols 


