Photoshop Elements for Beginners

by Hazel Meredith, MNEC

You've bought your first copy of Adobe's Photoshop Elements. Now what do you do with it? This seminar will review the basic functions of the program and help you organize, find, and edit your images. I will be demonstrating using version 7, but the techniques apply to most versions.

Getting Your Photos from Your Camera to Computer:
I find it's easier to use a card reader than hooking up your camera to the computer. Newer computers have built in card slots for most types of memory cards.

Open the "Organizer"  >  Get Photos & Videos  >  From Camera or Card Reader 

(Dialogue box opens) Choose the drive where your memory card is located.

“Searching for media” will flash and you will see the number of photos found on the memory card.

Location:  Browse to where on your hard drive you want to save this batch of photos. 

(Photos will be saved in both the Organizer and on your hard drive)

TIP: Many people save everything to their computer’s internal hard drive (usually “C” drive).

However, it is best to purchase an external hard drive and store all of your working files and photos there. This will keep your photos from filling up your hard drive and slowing down your computer. Once files are saved to your hard drive (internal or external), you should also make a copy, whether it is another external hard drive or DVDs. As the experts say, “it’s not a matter of ‘if’ your hard drive will crash, but a matter of ‘when’!”

Create Subfolder if needed

Name photos

Choose "delete option" -- I NEVER let it automatically delete my files from the card! I want to be sure everything is copied and OK and then I will re-format my card in the camera when needed.

Click "Get Photos" to download.

"Tag" photos as desired. Highlight group, drag tag over any one of the highlighted files.

TIP: Whenever I teach, I HIGHLY recommend the “Photoshop Elements Techniques” newsletter to my students. It is a wealth of information – both through the bi-monthly newsletter and on-line tutorials. Check it out at: www.photoshopelementsuser.com. There is a great free downloadable article on the website “Make the Most of the Organizer” that will give you more detailed info.
Start Editing Your Photos:

Each adjustment you make can reduce the quality of your image, and some techniques are more destructive than others, so the order in which you work - known among gurus as workflow - is important. After importing and saving backups of your images, keep this cheat sheet in mind:


1. Crop, resize, and (if necessary) straighten your image. There's no use fixing pixels 


    you're not going to keep!


2. Fix color and lighting.


3. Fix problem areas (reducing wrinkles, zapping blemishes, enhancing eyes).


4. Apply special effects (fancy edges, head-swapping, filters).


5. Sharpen.

Workflow #1.

Open a photo that you want to Edit.

Use the crop tool from the toolbar (looks like a square with overlapping corners – if you hover your cursor over the tools, their function will appear), and crop your photo to best accentuate your subject. If needed, you can straighten a photo (example: if you have a crooked horizon) using the straighten tool. Click on a point towards the left of the image, hold and drag to a point on the “horizon” that should be straight, then let go. Like magic, your photo will become straight!

To resize your photo, go to File  >  Resize  >  Image Size. Set your dpi first (300 is good for printing); then set the size either by pixels or by inches to your desired size. If I’m not sure what I plan to do with the file, I usually set the longest side at 15 inches so that it will be big enough for printing in the future.

Workflow #2.

To further protect your original photo, you can now duplicate your background layer. Then start making “adjustments” to your photo to improve lighting, color, etc.

As with just about everything in Elements, there is more than one way to get the same result. The basic editing steps are “Levels”; “Hue/Saturation”; “Brightness/Contrast” and “Shadows/Highlights”.

When working in Elements, it is best to utilize LAYERS for editing whenever possible. The first three steps in the above paragraph can be done on layers. Think of layers and sheets of clear plastic above your background (base) image. When you make an adjustment on a layer, you are able to go back and further change it. If the edit is done on your base photo, to change it you would have to start all over!

The layers palette is located to the right of your screen. Check that your "Layers" palette is open. If the arrow next to the word "Layers" is not pointing down, click on it (or if the palette is not showing at all, choose Windows > Layers).

Levels Layer. Click the half black/half white circle icon at the top of the Layers palette and choose Levels. This creates a Levels Adjustment layer which just means that the adjustment you are about to make will occur on a separate layer, instead of on your original image. By having a separate layer, you can make further adjustments later (re-edit the adjustment; lessen the strength by lowering the opacity; hide the adjustment; change the blend mode; delete the effect). We won't get into all of these adjustments now, but as you get to know more about Elements, you will begin to utilize them.

You will get a dialogue box with a “histogram” in it. The histogram is a visual representation of the data contained in your image. The left side, or "0", is pure black, meaning there is no detail in that data. The right side, or "255", represents pure white, which also would hold no details. The histogram's height at any particular spot represents how many pixels are at that particular level of brightness. A good analogy is a "mountain range" -- in a good photograph, you want to see the "mountains" spread across the entire range without having pixels butting up against either side. You can also utilize the histogram available in most cameras to find out while you are in the field whether you are "clipping" the highlights or shadows (meaning they would be over or under exposed and there would be no detail in one or the other).

Adjust the sliders in the dialog box to optimize the look of your image (generally it means bringing the left slider to where the “mountain” begins on the left and bringing the right slider to where the “mountain” begins on the right).

Hue/Saturation Layer. Again click on the half white/half black circle and choose Hue/Saturation. A dialog box will pop up. This is where you can bump up the saturation a tad (don't overdo it!), and if needed, adjust tones (especially in portraits), and lighten or dark a bit if necessary. 

Brightness/Contrast. This is another way to adjust brightness and contrast. I typically don't use this one much as the previous layers generally take care of these issues.

Shadows/Highlights. This is one adjustment that cannot be done on a separate layer (maybe in a future version!). Make sure your background layer is selected, then go to Enhance > Lighting > Shadows/Highlights.

The usual defaults for this adjustment (at least in my version), lighten the shadows 25% and keep the darken highlights at 0%. This is usually much too bright for an average photo. Normally I bring the Lighten Shadows slider back to around 10-12, and bring the Darken Highlights slider up to 10-12 as well. This will vary for every photo -- use what looks good to you!

Workflow #3 

Now that the colors and brightness of our photo is where we like it, we can make other minor adjustments as needed.

The Spot Healing Brush is a magical tool! It's a great way to get rid of blemishes in a portrait or get rid of "dust bunny shadows" if you have any dust on your sensor. The Healing Brush offers a few more options. Choose your brush size (using the bracket keys) and position your cursor over the area you wish to use as the healing source and Alt-Click once with your mouse. Drag your mouse over the flawed area to apply the healing.

A method to "delete" unwanted items from a photo can be the Clone Stamp Tool. This copies a selected area and then pastes it over another. As you would with the Healing Brush, position your cursor on the area you would like to use as your cloning source and Alt-Click with the mouse button. Move to the area needing altering and begin painting.

You can also do these corrections on a separate layer. Create a new blank layer directly above your image layer (click on the background layer to make it active. Then click on the square box on the left side of the top of the layers palette. Then, making sure you are working on the new layer, heal or clone away! By working on a separate layer, you are able to change blending modes, layer opacity, and, if you don't like the results, you can trash the layer and start over.

Workflow 4. 

There are a couple of ways to turn a color photo into a black & white photo.

The quickest way (but not necessarily the best way), is to:


Enhance  >  Adjust Color  >  Remove Color

This will do the job, but images tend to look rather "flat".

A better way:  Enhance  >  Convert to Black & White

You will notice a box in the lower left that has several versions to choose from. Each one uses a different amount of the red, green and blue color channels for different looks. Once you choose the look you like, you can further refine it by using the sliders next to each color.

You can also do other color effects at this stage: 


Enhance  >  Adjust Color  >  Color Variations

You can enhance the blue cast for sky/water shots, the green if there's lots of trees, etc.

This is also where you can create a sepia-toned photo. First convert to black & white, the go into the Color Variations, up the red a little; bring back the saturation slightly. If it still looks too red, go into your Hue/Saturation layer, and slide the hue to the right (adding more yellow) -- this will give it more of a brownish cast like a sepia print.

There are many creative filters under the Filters drop-down menu -- experiment!

Workflow 5. 

The final step to a basic workflow is to "sharpen" your image. As with most things in Elements, there is more than one way to do this. You should be sure that your image is sized to where to you want it (if printing) before doing sharpening.

The easiest and most common method of sharpening is done through the Unsharp Mask filter. This function actually used to be in the filter list, but moved in Version 7 to the "Enhance" tab.

Go to Enhance  >  Unsharp Mask

You will get a dialog box with three settings: Amount; Radius; and Threshold.

General rule-of-thumb numbers: For images with lots of detail: Radius 0.4 to 1.0; Amount 200-300% and Threshold 0-1 (to sharpen all edges). For images with less detail or smooth textures: Radius 2-3; Amount 75-125%; Threshold 8-12. For images that you’re not sure if it’s high or low detail: Radius 1.0-1.5; Amount 125-175%; Threshold 4-8. These are good starting points for most images.

There is a good article by Tim Grey on this subject which you can find on his website ("Understanding Unsharp Mask" by Tim Grey, Nov. 30, 2004, www.timgrey.com).
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