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MAIN TOOLBAR
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In this sect ion, I  have highl ighted the main tools you wi l l  l ikely use when making a map. You 
don’t  need to worry about the rest.  The tools in red boxes also have the keyboard shortcuts 
l isted next to them, e.g.  pressing I  wi l l  br ing you to the eyedropper tool .  Below I  have given 
a br ief  explanat ion of each highl ighted tool and what i t  can be used for.  As a rule of thumb, 
holding your mouse down on a tool  wi l l  give you more detai led information and options.

Select ion tool:  Use this to return to s imply select ing vector i tems in your project.
Direct select ion tool:  This wi l l  specif ical ly  select the vert ices of an i tem. Using this tool  
a l lows you to delete,  move, or add vert ices to polygons and l ines.  I t  a lso al lows you to 
select i tems "passing through" whichever c l ipping masks you have.
Pen tool:  You may not use this one as frequently,  but you can create new shapes by cl icking 
to connect points.  Useful  for freehand graphics.
Type tool:  Use this to create text boxes,  e.g.  for t i t les or legends.
Rectangle tool :  Use this to draw a rectangle.  This is  helpful  for creat ing bounding boxes.  
Holding your mouse down on this tool  wi l l  give you options for other vector shapes as wel l .
L ine segment tool :  Use this to create l ines.  This is  part icular ly helpful  for leader l ines 
point ing to a symbol or area that was too cluttered to label .
Eyedropper tool :  I f  you have a shape or piece of text selected, c l icking on the eyedropper 
tool  lets you cl ick anywhere on the artboard to copy a color or sty le.   Double-cl icking the 
eyedropper tool  gives you more options regarding which styles you copy with the tool.
Artboard tool:  Use this to manipulate your workspace s ize.  This wi l l  be detai led in the 
layout sect ion.
Fi l l  color:  Double-cl icking this ful l  box al lows you to easi ly  change colors.  
Stroke color:  Double-cl icking on this out l ined box al lows you to easi ly  change the outl ine 
of a shape. Use the arrow between them to f l ip the f i l l  color and stroke color.
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WINDOWS
COLOR

SWATCHES

SYMBOLS

STROKE

LAYERS

The toolbar that automatical ly appears on the r ight of your 
I l lustrator window is ful l  of  useful  window panels.  You can 
access and edit  which panels appear by cl icking "Window" 
from the top menu, opening a window, and dragging it  onto 
this panel.  I t  is  largely dependent on which you use most.  I  
have highl ighted those that I  use most frequently and 
included a br ief  explanat ion of each. I  wi l l  a lso discuss a few 
that are not pictured, but can be easi ly accessed in the 
Window menu. Note: most of the panels have sub-menus 
where you can select "Show Options" which gives even more 
detai l .  

Color:  Use the eyedropper to select a color quickly.
Swatches:  This window is s imi lar  to the f i l l /stroke select ion 
sect ion of the main toolbar,  but also provides swatch 
l ibrar ies with preset color palettes.  
Symbols:  Using I l lustrator symbols al lows for easier edit ing 
of s ize,  color,  and shape of symbols.  Rather than using 
vector shapes,  you are able to edit  a l l  of  your symbols at 
once.
Stroke: The stroke panel is  used for advanced edit ing of 
your shape outl ines.  This includes arrowheads, dashed l ines,  
and stroke thickness.

Layers:  This is  arguably the most important window for your assignments.   Here you 
organize al l  of  your data layers.  In the screenshot below, see the most notable features of 
this  panel.
Al ign: Use this window to al ign selected objects in a wide var iety of manners.  This also 
includes spacing between selected objects.  Cl icking the box-l ike icon (            )  a l lows you 
to toggle between al igning to your artboard or al igning to the selected          objects.
Type: The type window has var ious components for edit ing text.  Character and Paragraph 
are the two most important for our purposes.  In the Character window (accessed via 
Command T),  you can edit  typeface, font sty le,  type s ize,  and character spacing. In 
Paragraph, you can access sett ings more specif ic  to larger blocks of text,  such as leading 
(space between l ines) .
Select same: This isn't  a window, but is  absolutely another useful  tool  that I  thought I  
would include. I f  you are edit ing a large amount of features,  you can use the "Select" menu 
from the top menu bar and choose Select > Same to f ind features with s imi lar  f i l ls ,  strokes,  
etc.  This saves a lot of t ime i f  i t  is  a change you otherwise might've made manual ly.  

show/hide layer

select a feature

select a layer

delete a layer

lock/unlock layer
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CLIPPING MASKS/LAYOUT

VISUAL VARIABLES
Visual  var iables are important to keep in mind when working on symbol izat ion. Since many 
of the assignments incorporate a lot of complex information, i t  is  crucial  to think of how 
you can convey some of these quantitat ive values or categorical  c lass i f icat ions with 
different symbol character ist ics.  Refer to the image below for a br ief  reminder on var iable 
pr inciples whi le you construct your map symbols.

(GIS&T Body of Knowledge)

When you export an .a i  f i le from Arc,  a c l ipping mask is  automatical ly appl ied to each data 
layer on your map. Select the layer in the Layers panel and cl ick Object > Cl ipping Mask > 
Release. This wi l l  make it  easier to navigate and manipulate your map. You can always make 
a cl ipping mask at the end to clean up the extent and make a bounding box. To do so,  
s imply create a rectangle the is  ABOVE the layer in the layers panel,  select the rectangle 
and the layer,  and cl ick Object > Cl ipping Mask > Create.  There are also shortcuts to do so 
from the layers panel.  

Guides can be used to easi ly  a l ign and clean up your map. Before using guides,  c l ick View 
> Rulers > Show Rulers.  Once your rulers appear,  s imply c l ick on the ruler and drag down 
(or r ight,  depending on i f  you are on the horizontal  or vert ical  ruler)  and a guide wi l l  
appear.  You can use as many as you want and you can manipulate them via View > Guides > 
Hide, Lock,  Clear.  Smart guides are different --  this  is  the name for the automatic sett ing
in I l lustrator to al ign or snap your i tems in l ine with each other.  Toggle this  on and off  with
Command U. Smart guides can help with al ignment,  but they can also be pesky i f  you are
trying to place something arbitrar i ly.  

Last ly,  important to graphic layout is  the Artboard tool mentioned earl ier.  By cl icking the 
artboard tool (or Shift  O) you can create,  delete,  or manipulate artboards.  Artboards are 
the white space you see behind the map you've exported. This is  useful ,  for example,  for 
changing the layout of your map to a landscape/horizontal  layout.  Keeping the rulers on, 
you can scale the artboard to any s ize you l ike.
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COLOR/FONTS
Most of the things on this page are 
supplementary.  You have not yet been 
graded on design, but you can always 
implement good design techniques i f  
you are looking to make your map more 
visual ly appeal ing. 

On the r ight,  you can see the difference 
between ser i f  and sans ser i f  fonts.  Ser i fs  
are the word for the smal l  "decorat ions" 
or tags on each letter.  Tradit ional ly,  
ser i fs  are used for label ing natural  
features such as r ivers,  lakes,  oceans,  
mountains,  basins,  etc.  I  am part icular ly 
part ia l  to using sans ser i f  fonts for most 
other features,  including t i t les and 
legends. 

In terms of color,  much considerat ion 
regards pr int vs.  web mapping, which 
we won't  have to deal  with r ight now 
since al l  of  your maps are submitted digital ly  and not pr inted. There are a few color 
resources that I  f ind useful ,  Adobe Kuler and ColorBrewer.  Colors are often communicated 
in HEX codes:  this  is  a 6 character key (e.g.  #99d8c9).  To use a HEX code, you can double 
cl ick on the f i l l  color in the toolbar and type in the code where highl ighted in the 
screenshot below.

https://color.adobe.com/create/color-wheel/
http://colorbrewer2.org/#type=sequential&scheme=BuGn&n=3
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SHORTCUTS

Even though comprehensive l ists of keyboard shortcuts 
exist  onl ine,  I  wi l l  h ighl ight some useful  ones that I  use 
most often that wi l l  save you some t ime. Any shortcut that 
uses “command” should be replaced with “control” i f  you 
are on a Windows computer rather than a Mac.

Eyedropper:  I
Select:  V
Direct select:  A
Group items together:  Command G
Make cl ipping mask: Command 7 (whi le data is  selected)
Release cl ipping mask: Command shift  7
Toggle smart guides on/off :  Command U
Zoom in/out:  Command +/-
Other keyboard shortcuts apply:  cmd C (copy),  cmd X (cut) ,  
cmd V (paste) ,  cmd Z (undo),  cmd S (save)

I f  you hold down the space bar and scrol l ,  you can pan 
around the canvas without accidental ly select ing 
anything.
I f  you hold shift  whi le scal ing the s ize of any object,  i t  
wi l l  not distort  the object.  Everything wi l l  remain scaled 
in the same proport ions.  
I f  you hold the "option" key and drag an object,  i t  wi l l  
quickly create a copy the same way copying and past ing 
would.


