Introduction to Esri Story Maps
Chris Kim, Geospatial Data Lab, Baruch College
June 2019
Abstract
This tutorial will introduce you to Story Maps, an online mapping application created by
ESRI that allows users to create engaging, visual stories with maps, multimedia content, and
descriptive texts. Story Maps can be used for both professional and personal projects and
are extremely versatile with portraying various types of data. Through this tutorial, you will
learn how to create your own Story Map using the Cascade template, import, embed, and add
maps, texts, and images. In this example, we will share a brief story of New York City’s subway
system.

1

Creating a Story Map

Before you create Story Maps, you will need to create an account on ArcGIS Online. To create your
free account go here: http://www.arcgis.com/home/
Once you’ve created your account, your ArcGIS Online dashboard should look like this:

There are multiple menu options at the top. The menu options you will use in this tutorial
are – Maps and Content. The "Maps" button will send you to a window where you will be able to
create maps for map layouts or to input into your Story Maps. In this tutorial, we will access the
Maps page through the Story Maps platform to create our maps. The "Content" page will list all
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of the maps, story maps and additional projects you have created through ArcGIS Online. Click
on "Content." The content page should like the image below.

Let’s begin our story mapping process by clicking on "Create." A drop-down menu will appear.
Below "App," click on "Using a Template." A new pop-up window will open called "Create a web
app." On the left side, there will be a list of different categories and projects you can begin. We
will click on "Build a Story Map." The main panel will change and display different Story Map
templates. We will use the "Cascade" template for this tutorial.

Once you’ve chosen "Cascade," a right side panel will appear with two options - click on
"Create Web App." You will be prompted to give the project a title, tags, summary, and to save it
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in a specific folder (if you don’t choose a folder, it will just save it to your account – both can
be found in your "Content" page). For the title, type "New York City Subway System." Tags, or
keywords, are added as a quick way to describe and identify specific content in your account or in
the ArcGIS Online database. Some tags you can add are "NYC, MTA, Subway, etc." Feel free to add
additional tags for the project. In the summary, describe the purpose of your Story Map. You can
choose to write a detailed summary or type one sentence. All of this information can be edited
again later if you make a mistake or are unsure of how to summarize the project. Click "Done."
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2

Adding content

2.1 Adding, uploading, and linking images
Once you’ve clicked "Done" the Story Map page appears. Here, you will be able to add multimedia
content, edit the texts and images, and create maps. The initial screen will look like the image
below:

On the right is the main Story Map screen and to the left is a side panel with the main
menu buttons such as– Settings, Save, Health, and Publish. When you begin creating your Story
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Map, it will be set to private since you have not published the web application to the public. To
publish your map, click on the "Globe" and to keep it private, click on the "Lock" symbol. In
the "Settings" menu, there will be three options – Logo and Sharing, Bookmarks, and Appearance.
"Logo and Sharing" will allow you to edit the ESRI logo to your own personal logo or the logo of
your company. To create an easier navigation option for the users, add bookmarks for each section
of your Story Map in the "Bookmarks" tab. In "Appearance," edit the text box color and the text
font. The "Health" button, shaped like a heart line, will tell you if there is anything wrong with
your Story Map such as wrong image addresses, incorrect embed codes, or issues with the data
from the maps. There will be a box called "Cover" which represents the cover slide or title page
of your Story Map – it is the first page that your audience will see. Any new sections you add
to your Story Map will appear below the cover slide. You will be able to rearrange the sections
in this panel by clicking on the "Organize" button at the bottom. Additionally, you will have the
option to duplicate and delete the slides.
The first screen you see after loading our Story Map displays the title and the summary that
we typed in when creating the project. The background photo may be different on your screen
since it is an automated image. We can change the image to something else by clicking on the
"Add your image or video" button below the title box. A new window will pop up. There will
be four tabs – ArcGIS, Flickr, Unsplash, and Link to Content. If you have created maps on ArcGIS
Online previously, they will be available for you to add to your Story Map. However, you can only
add an image or video to the Cover slide. You can use images that are publicly available on Flickr
or create a personal album on Flickr to use for your projects. You can also find photos to use on
the Unsplash tab. If you find images that you would like to use on different websites, you can
copy and paste the image address in the Link to Content tab to connect to those photos. Let’s
add an image from Flickr (or Unsplash, your pick!).

Search for photos you would want to add to your Story Map. In the search box, you can try
typing various keywords such as "nyc mta," "old train mta," "old subway mta," etc. There will be
a variety of photos. Scroll through and select a photo that you think fits the theme of this Story
Map tutorial on NYC’s Subway System.
C. Kim, Baruch CUNY, 2019

5

CC BY-NC-SA 4.0

Once you select the image, it will be automatically added to the screen. Then, a pencil will
appear on the lower left corner of the screen - this will be your edit button. When you click on
the pencil, you will get three different options – Appearance, Background, and Manage. In the
"Appearance" tab, you can change the display of the title box – click and test the different options.
The "Background" tab will show you what the Story Map would look like on different devices. The
"Manage" tab will give you the option to change your media and to add a description of the media
for visually impaired readers. To close out of this toolbar, click on the blue check mark.
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Now, let’s add another section to the Story Map. If you scroll down a little, a bar with a plus
sign will appear on the screen. If you click on it, you will get four options – Text, Media, Title, and
Immersive. These are new sections you can add to your Story Map. Click on "Immersive." The
immersive section will have a combination of text and multimedia that users will be able to scroll
through to view and read. This new section will appear below the Cover slide in the left panel.
Feel free to add the various sections to your project to see how they differ.

After you add the Immersive section, a gray page will appear with three boxes. There will be
the title box, description box, and the media button. Click on "Add media" and find a picture of
an old NYC subway train on Flickr. Choose an image and click on it. It will automatically load
onto the page.

2.2

Adding and editing text

In the title box, type in "The Birth of the Subway." In the description box below that says "Continue
your story here...," copy and paste this text:
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"The New York City subway system has been running since the early 1900s. Before the
Metropolitan Transportation Authority (MTA) was created, the New York City subway system
was originally comprised of three competing companies – the Interborough Rapid Transit (IRT),
Brooklyn-Manhattan Transit (BMT), and Independent Rapid Transit Railroad (IND)."

With text in the box, a few different functions appear on the box. You can adjust the text
centering by clicking on the top left button that appears. To adjust the size of the text box, click
on the top right button – it will have a pencil on it. When you click on it, there will a few different
options that appear. You can adjust the text box position, size, theme (color), background, and
scrolling type. Close out of the edit function by clicking on the check mark (top right). The bar
that appears below the text with a plus symbol will allow you to add images and additional text
within the box.

On the bottom of the screen, there is a bar with a box of the image we just loaded. This is
the view panel listing all the views/slides we put into this immersive section. Next to that image
is a plus symbol. Click on the "Add" sign to add additional content that would appear when the
user scrolls down the story map. This creates a new "view" or a slide. When we add a new slide
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to our immersive section from the lower bar, it does not appear on the left panel. To add sections
that appear on the left panel, add new sections by scrolling down and using the bar that appears
on the main screen as we did before.
To organize the views/slides in your immersive section by clicking on the two arrows facing
opposite directions on the right side of bar - that is the organize button. On the left side of
new slides added to the immersive section, there is a faded cube that you can click on. Adjust
how each slide transitions as the users scroll through the page. Experiment with the different
transition/fade options. The image below has additional views/slides on the bottom that we have
not created yet. This is to provide you with an understanding of what your project will begin to
look like.

Let’s add another view. Click on Add Media and go to "Link to Content." Copy and paste this
address into the box: https://cdn.newsday.com/polopoly_fs/1.11931802.1466199566!/httpImage/
image.png_gen/derivatives/display_960/image.png

It is the image address of a token photo from the AM New York article, "History of the MTA:
Learn about the city’s transit system from its inception." Here is the article link: https://www.amny.
com/transit/history-of-the-mta-learn-about-the-city-s-transit-system-from-its-inception-1.
11931586. Once you’ve added the link, hit Enter and your image will load on to the page.
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Since their isn’t a dedication section to write the credits for the
images that you add on the main screen, you can either write the
image credits in the description box or to the credits section at
the end of your Story Maps. If you scroll all the way to the end,
there will be a "Credits" button that you can click. Where it says,
"Content," type the name of the image and type the name of the
source in the space called "Source." If you click on the Source box,
an empty link box will pop-up. You can input the original source
link there to hyperlink the Source text.

3

Creating and embedding maps

3.1 Creating maps on ArcGIS Online through Story Maps
A valuable and integral part of Story Maps is the ability to create and seamlessly add interactive
web maps to your presentation. When you first log onto ArcGIS Online, the dashboard has multiple
menu options at the top including Maps and Content. To create a new map, you would click on
the Maps tab and it will open a new map editing window. However, you can get to the same page
to create a map through Story Maps.
Add a new section to your Story Map or create a new view in your Immersive section. Unlike
before, we will create and add a new map instead of an image. Before we move on, let’s download
our data first. Go to:
https://www.baruch.cuny.edu/confluence/display/geoportal/NYC+Mass+Transit+Spatial+Layers

Download the most recent Subway Routes shapefile. Once you have downloaded the file, do
not unzip it. Go back to your StoryMap window and click on "Add Media" in your new section
or view. If the Flickr tab is open, click on the ArcGIS tab. The "My Content" tab should be active
and you should see all the maps you have created. Click on "Create a new map" in the left panel.
A new pop-up window with a blank map will open. This is where you will create a new map.
You are looking at the same screen you get when you click on Maps from the ArcGIS Online
dashboard.
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Click on the Add button (yellow folder with plus symbol) to open a new drop-down menu.
Choose "Add Layer from File." Go to the folder holding the newly downloaded Subway Routes
.zip file and add it. The map will load to reveal the subway lines. On the left side of the map
panel, there will be a "Change Style" menu open. Under "Choose an attribute to show" select the
"groups" column. You will be able to observe the legend to the right changing. The next section is
called "Select a drawing style." Click on the Types (Unique symbols) box and a new box will open.
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Here, you will be able to edit the subway lines and customize the colors. To change the
symbol, click on the colored line. A new pop-up box will open with options to change the color,
transparency, line width, and pattern. Each subway line group has a designated color – select the
correct colors for each. Next to the Add button, there is also a "Basemap" button you can click on.
Experiment with different basemaps and choose the one that best displays your data and matches
the map/theme of your Story Map. When you are done, click on "Save" on the bottom right. You
will then have to give the map a name, add tags, a summary, and save it to a folder. Once you hit
"Save Map," the page will automatically load the new map you created. Add more content related
to the subway lines or explain what the map it is displaying in the description box.
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Although this map was created through Story Maps, it is a standalone map that you can
incorporate to other Story Maps as well. When we created and saved the map, it was saved in
your account as a new map. When it was automatically added to Story Map, your newly made
map and Story Maps have been connected.
To demonstrate how the map you created can be added to any future projects, add a new
section or view. Open the "Add media" pop-up and go to ArcGIS. There will be a tab on the left
called "My Content" and another called "This Story." This Story will show you all the maps that
have been added to this Story Map. If you click on My Content, the new map you created should
be listed. Double click on the map to add it to your Story Map. Now, you will have two of the
same maps loaded.
Although we are able to create and add new maps on Story Maps, we cannot edit them
through that same interface. In order to make any changes to the map, you will have to go to the
Content page from the ArcGIS homepage, click on the map you want to edit, and then "Open in
Map Viewer" to make changes. If you make any edits, save your map and it will automatically
update in your Story Maps too since the map is "connected" to Story Maps.
Note: You can embed maps from other websites too. On the Add Media page, go to Link to
Content. In that same box where we added an image address, copy and paste the link to your
third party map or paste the embed code.
Further develop your Story Map and experiment with the different functions. View your map
as you create it so you know what your audience will experience by clicking on the "Eye" on top
of the Save button. To share this map, remember to make it public by clicking on the "Globe"
button. Share or embed this Story Map to other platforms by clicking on the share button on the
top right corner to get the share link and the embed code. Story Maps is a fairly easy-to-use,
versatile online mapping application that allows users to visualize their data and create a dynamic,
interactive presentation to further enhance storytelling. For more information, check out the Story
Maps Resources page here: http://storymaps.arcgis.com/en/resources/.
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