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Photoshop Elements 3 – More About Layers   

Adjustment Layers  

One disadvantage of the Undo History feature is that the Photoshop processing history of an 
image is not saved with a file when it is closed. As long as the file is open in Elements, the 
processing history is there, but if the file is closed the history is lost. This means that, once a file 
is closed, you will not be able to adjust any of the changes you have made.  

This is where Adjustment Layers come in. A few of the most important Light and Color 
adjustments in the Enhance menu (Levels and Hue/Saturation in particular) also are available as 
layers. If you add a Levels Adjustment Layer, you make the tonal changes on the layer rather 
than the original picture. The Adjustment Layer is saved as part of the image, so that if you open 
the image’s file later, the layer will still be there and adjustments can be altered if you should so 
desire.  

Open Harbor.jpg and save it as Harbor_1.psd.   

Choose Layer, New Adjustment Layer, Levels 
from the main menu.         

After being asked a name for the layer, you will see the Levels histogram for the image.    

If you view the Layers palette, though, you will see that the image 
now has a second layer. The new layer is a Levels Adjustment 
Layer, as symbolized by the histogram icon in the Layers palette.      

Use the Levels histogram to improve the tonal values of the image. When you are through, save 
the image as Harbor_2.psd and close the image.     
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Open Harbor_2.psd again. 
If you view the Layer palette, 
you should see that the 
Levels Adjustment Layer still 
is there.  

Double-click on the 
histogram icon in the layer. 
This should display the 
Levels histogram of the 
image again. You should find 
that you can adjust the tonal 
levels of the image again.  

Close the file.    

Adjusting the Levels of Individual Colors  

So far, when we have adjusted the tonal values of an image using the Levels histogram, we have 
adjusted all of the colors at once. It also is possible to adjust the three colors (Red, Green, and 
Blue) individually, which sometimes is a useful way to change the color of an image.  

Open LivingRoom.jpg and save it as LivingRoom_1.psd. Create a Levels Adjustment Layer.  

In the Levels histogram, select the Red channel and adjust the 
levels of the red colors in the image.         

Select the Green channel. The histogram for this channel 
looks well-exposed and does not appear to need adjusting.  
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Finally, adjust the levels of the Blue channel.   

You should find that the color of the image is more acceptable now.        

Hue/Saturation Adjustment Layer  

Open LivingRoom.jpg again and save it as 
LivingRoom_3.psd.  This time, create a Hue/Saturation 
Adjustment Layer.  

In the Adjustment Layer, adjust the hue and saturation of 
the image to give more acceptable colors. Does this work 
better than adjusting the colors with Levels?       

Drop Shadows and Layer Styles  

We used drop shadows in the previous lesson to give text a shadow. A drop shadow edge also 
sometimes can be a nice touch on pictures, because the shadow makes them appear to float 
above the background. In particular, pictures with drop shadows can have a nice effect on a web 
page. Open SophiaPark.jpg and save as SophiaPark_1.psd.  

Create a duplicate layer of the background, so that you have a 
second layer that is a copy of the first.        
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Let’s add some canvas around the image so we can see the drop 
shadow when we add it. Select Image, Resize, Canvas Size from the 
main menu and expand the canvas to a width of 6” and a height of 6”.               

In the Styles and Effects section of the Layers palette, select Layer 
Styles, Drop Shadows, and High. You should see a drop shadow 
somewhere around the image. The position of the shadow will 
depend on the style settings.                

To change the position of the shadow, select Layer, Layer 
Style, Style Settings from the main menu. 
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For example, changing the Lighting Angle 
to 141o and the Shadow Distance to 42 
pixels will make the shadow look like 
shown in the picture at the right.  

Try different lighting angles and shadow 
distances to see what you like best.                  

When you are through, you may crop the image, 
leaving the shadow within the uncropped area.    
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Layer Masks  

Open the image Spires.jpg and save it as Spires_1.psd.   

This picture of a glacier in Alaska is potentially a good 
one, but has a lot of exposure problems because of the high 
contrast and the haze in the air from forest fires on the day 
it was taken. The spires in the foreground are fairly well 
exposed, but the mountains and sky behind are washed out.      

The Levels histogram for the entire picture looks pretty 
good, so it doesn’t look like we can do much by changing 
the image as a whole.  

Instead we are going to need to work on the image a piece 
at a time. We can do this by masking out sections of the 
image we do not want to work with.      

Choose the Selection brush and switch to Mask mode with Overlay Opacity = 100% and 
Hardness = 50%           

Select the ice below the mountains. It will appear that you are 
painting the ice with red, but you are not. The red simply 
indicates the masked area that will be protected when you 
make changes.   

Feather the selection to soften the boundary between the 
selected and unselected areas.    


