
Touch up digital photos 
Even professional photographers have the occasional underexposed (too dark) or 
overexposed (too light) photo. For the most part, exposure issues are easily fixed using a 
Photoshop® Elements® feature called Levels.  

Every image-editing program has its limits. You do need some information in your photo 
to work with. A severely overexposed area of an image can't be fixed unless there's at 
least some color data (pixels) to start with. The same can apply for underexposed photos -
- you just can't make something out of nothing.  

We're going to look at a photo that has a common problem: the flash didn't go off, and the 
entire photo is underexposed (too dark). Most people would assume that we need to fix 
the brightness -- after all, it's clearly not bright enough! Instead, we're going to work with 
a tool called Levels:  

1. Open and duplicate a dark photo.  
2. Go to Levels > Adjust Lighting > Levels. At this point, you'll see a histogram 

that essentially shows you where all the information in your picture is. You 
should see three little triangular sliders underneath the histogram. The black slider 
is for the shadow values, the white slider is for highlight values, and the gray 
slider is for midtone values. As you can see in Figure 3-1, there is quite a bit of 
dark information in this picture and virtually no light information.  

 
Figure 3-1: Use Levels to fix lighting problems in your pictures.  

3. Most pictures can be greatly improved simply by sliding the black and white 
sliders to where the histogram begins to climb. In this case, we moved the white 
over to the left, which lightened up the picture. We also moved the gray slider just 
a bit to the right, to tone down some of the midtones. As you move the sliders, 
you can see your picture change. Figure 3-2 shows the sliders in action.  



 
Figure 3-2: Slide the highlight slider to the left to lighten up the photo.  

4. If you make a mistake and want to go back to your original image, click Reset 
and try again. Once you're happy with the results, click OK.  

You can use Levels to correct overexposed pictures as well. If your picture is too light, 
you'll need to move the black slider to the right until it meets the edge of the histogram. 
Adjust the midtone slider until your picture looks better, then click OK.  

Next up, you'll learn how to deal with pictures that are too light in some areas and too 
dark in others.  

Adjusting shadows and highlights 

If you have pictures with both light and dark areas, then you'll appreciate this next trick. 
It's often useful to do fix the shadows and highlights before you adjust the levels in your 
photo.  

1. Open and duplicate your photo.  
2. Select Enhance > Adjust Lighting > Shadows / Highlights.  
3. Photoshop Elements assumes (rightly so) that you most likely have problems with 

your shadows, and it lightens them up for you. If your shadows are still too dark, 
just move the Lighten Shadows slider even farther to the right. In Figure 3-3, we 
lightened the hot air balloon by lightening the shadows, and made the sky just a 
touch darker by sliding the Darken Highlights slider to the right. Click OK when 
you're done.  



 
Figure 3-3: Adjust the Shadows and Highlights in your picture.  

4. After you finish adjusting the Shadows and Highlights, go into Levels (Enhance 
> Adjust Lighting > Levels). Move the Shadow (black) and Highlight (white) 
sliders until they are lined up with the edges of the histogram, then click OK. You 
can see the difference that lightening shadows makes in Figure 3-4.  

 
Figure 3-4: Before and after -- now you can see the balloon.  

As we pointed out in Lesson 1, there are usually several ways to do the same thing in 
Photoshop. Next, you'll learn another method for fixing lighting and contrast in your 
pictures.  

Working with color curves 

Photoshop Elements 5.0 borrowed a powerful new addition from the full version of 
Photoshop: Curves. The Color Curves function in Elements is much easier to use, and 
most pictures can benefit from a trip through Curves. Here's how:  



1. Open and duplicate your picture.  
2. Select Enhance > Adjust Color > Adjust Color Curves.  
3. In the Adjust Color Curves window, click the thumbnail that takes care of your 

picture's biggest problem. The rose picture in Figure 3-5 appeared flat and two 
dimensional, so select Increase Contrast. You might need to select a different 
thumbnail, depending on your picture. You can only choose one thumbnail at a 
time.  

 
Figure 3-5: Rose picture before Curves adjustment.  

4. To fine-tune your adjustment, click the small arrow to the left of Advanced 
Options. Slide each of the sliders to the left and right to see how it affects your 
picture. Don't worry about the Curves diagram to the right; just concentrate on 
how your picture looks with each adjustment. For this photo, we moved the 
Highlights slider to the right, and the Midtone Brightness, Midtone Contrast, and 
Shadows sliders slightly to the left. Experiment and see what works best with 
your photo -- there are no hard and fast rules here!  

5. To see your picture before and after, check and uncheck the Preview checkbox. If 
you want to start over, just click the Reset button. Once you're happy with the 
changes, click OK.  

Figure 3-6 shows the Color Curves tool in action.  



 
Figure 3-6: Use Color Curves to adjust the lighting and contrast in your photo.  

You can see in the after photo in Figure 3-7 that the Curves adjustment really worked 
wonders on this photo. It doesn't look dull and lifeless anymore -- increasing the contrast 
helped the colors pop. We also focused more attention on the rose by darkening the 
shadows (leaves).  

 
Figure 3-7: Before and after the Curves correction.  

No matter what kind of adjustment you make to your photo, it's important to remember to 
keep it natural looking, unless you're going for a more artistic effect. If you increase the 
contrast too much, your picture will start to look like a cartoon.  

 


