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P hoto editing has become an important part
of the daily lives of amateur and professional 

photographers everywhere. As digital cameras capture the 
world around us in ever increasing detail and clarity, so 
photo editing programs have become ever more elaborate 
and feature rich to keep pace with the desire to explore our 
creativity in the world of image editing and manipulation.

More and more people are learning how to incorporate 
various post-production techniques into their photographs 
and digital artwork, and we are here to help.

We will show you editing techniques to help you get 
the most out of your digital photographs, create stunning 
original art and much, much more. Read on to discover 
exactly what photo editing can do for you in the 100% 
unofficial Photoshop User!

Photoshop has become an integral 
part of any photographer or digital 
artist’s workflow. Understanding 
how it all works can be daunting, 
but we’re here to guide you on the 
way to knowing just how powerful 
Photoshop can be.
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BASIC EDITING TECHNIQUES

Using Photoshop’s tools to edit and improve images

Now you know what tools you’ve got available, let’s take a look at some of 
the techniques you can perform with them. There are many reasons to edit 

a photograph or other image. Sometimes it’s simply to improve factors such as 
exposure or colour balance, or perhaps you might want to create an original artwork 
by combining several elements together. Using Photoshop tools and techniques, 
there’s almost no limit to what you can achieve, and over the next few pages we’ll 
show you the basic techniques you’ll need to create your own masterpieces.
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The Levels control 
is one of the most 
useful tools that 
Photoshop has for 
correcting exposure 
and contrast. It’s 
one that you’ll find 
yourself using over 
and over again. 
Read on to see how 
it’s used.
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Making  
Selections
The ability to select and modify only part of an image is 
fundamental to how Photoshop works

One of the most basic features of Photoshop is the ability to 
modify only part of an image, leaving the rest unchanged. The 

way that we do this is by using Selections, and there are several 

tools and menu operations that we can use to achieve this. 

After the Move tool, the next three icons on the Tool Palette are all selection 
tools, giving you a wide range of methods for isolating an area of your image. 
Some are fully manual, while others use varying degrees of automation.

The most basic Selection tools are the Rectangular and Elliptical Marquee 
tools. These both allow you to manually select a simple shape of any size, or 
of a fixed size or aspect ratio. You can select several areas, either separately 
or joined together, and with a hard edge or a soft feathered edge. The various 
Lasso tools let you select an area of irregular shape, again with the option of 
a feathered edge. You can draw the area freehand, or use point-to-point lines 
for greater precision.

Let’s take a look at the process of making a selection, and examine the 
various options that are available.

The Elliptical Marquee tool works 
in much the same way as the 

Rectangular Marquee, but draws a 
curved shape.

As with the Rectangular Marquee, 
you can set the size or aspect 

ratio. A ratio of 1x1 draws a circle, other 
ratios draw ellipses of various sizes.

To draw an ellipse around your 
selection, imagine that it’s actually 

a rectangle, start from one corner and 
drag to the diagonally opposite corner. 
This can be tricky to get right, so 
alternatively hold down the Alt key and 
start from the centre of where you want 
your ellipse to be.
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Elliptical Marquee Tool
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Let’s start off with the simplest 
selection tool, the Rectangular 

Marquee. This is used, as the name implies, 
for selecting simple rectangular shapes.

If you use 
the Paint 

Bucket tool to fill 
the area you’ve 
selected you’ll see 
that the edges are 
very sharp.

You can draw a feehand rectangle, or fix the 
size or aspect ratio by using the tool options. 

Let’s draw a perfect square selection by setting a 
ratio of 1x1.

To make a soft-edged selection, type 
a number into the Feather box. The 

higher the number, the more blurred the 
edge will be.

To draw a square, 
click on a point 

where you want one of the 
corners to be, then hold 
and drag to the diagonally 
opposite corner. You’ll see 
the “marching ants” line of 
the selection box appear 
following the cursor.

This time if 
you draw 

a selection and fill 
it, you’ll see that 
the edges are very 
blurred, with the 
marquee “marching 
ants” line in the middle 
of the blurred area.

There are a number 
of options you 
can use with the 
Marquee and Lasso 
tools. If you want 
to select more 
than one area or 
add to the current 
selection, holding 
down the Shift key 
will temporarily 
put the tool into 
“Add to Selection” 
mode, while holding 
down the Alt key 
will activate the 
“Subtract from 
Selection” mode, 
also temporarily. 
Holding down 
both Shift and Alt 
simultaneously will 
activate “Intersect 
with Selection” 
mode. You can 
toggle all three of 
these modes using 
the buttons on the 
tool options bar.

For selecting more complex 
shapes, the best option is the 

Polygonal Lasso tool. 

With the Polygonal Lasso, you 
click around the edge of the area 

you want to select. When you complete 
the loop, or double-click, the selection is 
completed and you’ll see the “marching 
ants” border.

A Polygonal Lasso selection is 
ideal if you want to cut or copy a 

complex shape out of a background, for 
example to make it part of another picture.
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Simple Area Selection

Polygonal Lasso Tool
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Modifying  
Selections
Photoshop has sophisticated tools to refine selections

Photoshop’s standard 
selection tools, the 

Marquee, Lasso and 
Magic Wand, are fine for 
making basic selections 
of regular, well defined 
shapes, but they’re 
not so good at picking 
out soft-edged or very 
fine shapes. One thing 
in particular that has 
always been a problem 
is the edge of fine or 
untidy hair. Take this 
photo for example:

Photoshop has other tools to modify a 
selection which you’ll find, appropriately 
enough, in the Select menu, under Modify. 
The options include Border, Smooth, 
Expand, Contract and Feather. They’re all 
relatively simple, but useful nonetheless.

Border
Border converts the single-line selection 
into a border of the specified width. You 
can use this selection to create a border 
around your selection by using the Paint 
Bucket tool.

Smooth
Smooth removes the kinks and wrinkles 
from the line of your selection. It’s useful 
when you’re selecting smooth-edged 
objects, but it will round off the corners of 
any irregular shapes.

Modify Selection

This model has been 
photographed in a typical studio 
setting, with good lighting 
and against a plain light grey 
background. Photos like this are 
used all the time for catalogues, 
advertising posters and the like. 
However, in order to fit these 
needs the model will have to be 
separated from the background. 
With a plain background like 
this, it would be tempting to use 
a normal selection tool such as 
the Magic Wand. However if we 
try it, what we end up with is 
something like this:
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Expand
Expand, as the name suggests, expands 
the size of the selection by the specified 
number of pixels.

Contract
Contract is the opposite of Expand. It 
shrinks the size of the selection by the 
specified number of pixels.

Feather 
We’ve looked at Feather before. It softens 
the edge of the selection by the radius 
set in the dialog box. It’s perhaps the 
most useful option here, particularly 
if you’re trying to copy and paste the 
selection into a background.

As you can see, the edge 
around the model’s hair looks 
terrible. The automatic Magic 
Wand selection has produced 
a very jagged edge, because it 
can’t distinguish between the 
fine edge of the hair and the 
background. Fortunately the 
latest version of Photoshop has 

a feature called Refine Edge, 
which is capable of making 
much finer distinctions.

Refine Edge is very easy to use. 
Starting with a Magic Wand or 
Polygonal Lasso selection as 
close as possible to the edge of 
the hair or any other soft edge, 
click on the Refine Edge button 
on the tool options bar. In the 
dialog window that opens, in 
Edge Definition, check the box 
marked Smart Radius, and use 
the square brackets keys to 
set the brush size so that it’s 
large enough to cover the hazy 
edge area around the hair. Then 
simply paint around the edge, 
overlapping both the model and 
the background.

When you’ve been 
around all the edge 
area that you want 
to refine, click 
OK, and then wait 
a few seconds 
while the program 
recalculates the 
edge. As you 
can see here, the 
result is a good 
improvement over 
the first attempt.

BASIC EDITING TECHNIQUESMODIFYING SELECTIONS

 11



Using Layers
Understanding layers is fundamental to Photoshop editing

Layers have a number of advantages. For 

one thing, the ability to change one element 

on one layer without a�ecting the other 

layers means that you can edit your image 

non-destructively. For example if you want to 

perform an operation on a layer but you’re not 

sure how it’s going to turn out, just make a 

duplicate layer, set the original to be invisible, 

then do your editing on the copy. If you don’t 

like the result, you can simply delete it and go 

back to the original.

There are four main types of layer. There 

are Pixel layers, which contain the graphical 

elements of the image. There are Text layers, 

which contain text information which can be 

edited and resized. There are Vector layers, 

which contain vector information such as 

shapes and work paths, and then there are 

Adjustment layers, which contain embedded 

commands that a�ect the layer immediately 

below. We’ll look at Adjustment layers in more 

detail on the next page.

There is a downside to using layers, 

and that is the �le size. Adding layers and 

the information that goes along with them 

massively increases the size of the �le, so 

when you’ve �nished editing and you want to 

save the picture you’ve created, it’s usually a 

good idea to Flatten the image, which merges 

all the layers together into a single image.

BASIC EDITING TECHNIQUES
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The concept of Layers 
was �rst introduced with 

Photoshop 3.0 in 1994, and 
has become the very core of 
Photoshop image editing, as 
well as being imitated by every 
other image editing program 
on the market. Layers are 
exactly what they sound like; 
the elements of the image are 
stacked up and displayed in 

descending order. Since layers 
can include transparency, 
lower layers can be visible 
through higher layers. E�ects, 
adjustments and operations 
can be applied to individual 
layers, or to all the layers at 
once. You can move layers 
around relative to one another, 
change the order of layers in 
the stack, turn layers on or 

o�, and delete layers without 
a�ecting the others. Some 
people seem to have a hard 
time getting their head around 
the concept of layers, so the 
best way to think of them is 
as a pile of glass panels with 
the elements that make up 
the image painted onto them, 
with you looking down on them 
from above. 


