
The tools shown to the left are the tools you use for selecting parts of images in Photoshop. Here’s the kinds of things 
you can do to a selected part of an image:
 • rotate, scale, or distort it • apply a line to the outside of it
 • change or adjust its color • apply a filter to it
 • move it to another layer • duplicate it
 • copy it into a different file • things I haven’t thought of 

some operations the tools have in common
Showing and hiding selections: with one exception (Quick Mask mode, which will be noted below), 
you can see an area you have selected by the “crawling ants” that will march around it. If those “crawling 
ants” are distracting to you as you are working, you can hide them by pressing -H on the keyboard; 
pressing -H again will make them reappear.

Adding to and subtracting from selections: after you have made an initial selection with any of the 
selection tools (with the exception of Quick Mask), you can add to the selection by holding down the shift 
key while you use any other selection tool. You can subtract from a selection by holding down the option 
key while you use another selection tool. (When you are using a selection tool, the Options Bar allows you 
to choose to add or subtract from selections; see below.)

Feathering a selection: Once you have made a selection, you can “feather” it by having Photoshop attach 
portions of the pixels at the edge of the selection. You can feather a selection in two ways: if you have already 
made a selection and you want to feather it, choose “Feather…” from the Selections menu and enter a value 
in the dialogue box that appears; if you want to feather a selection you are about to make, enter a value in 
the Options palette for that tool (double-click the tool to get the Options palette). (You can set a feather 
from 1 to 250 pixels.)

the marquee tools (M)
With the rectangular Marquee tool (this 
is the default option for this tool: you will 
always see this option when you open 
Photoshop) you can drag-select rectangular 
portions of your image. With the Ellipse 
marquee, you can select elliptical portions 
of your image. With the Single row 
marquee, you can select a single horizontal 
row of pixels . With the Single column 
marquee, you can select a single vertical 
column of pixels in your image.

Modifying the various Marquee Tools
• If you hold down the shift key while using the Rectangular or Ellipse marquees, your selection will be 

(respectively) a square or a circle.

• If you hold down the option key while using the Rectangular or Ellipse marquees, your selection will 
grown out from the center.

The Options Bar for the Marquee tools

•	

If the first option is clicked, you will make a regular selection. The second option allows you to add 
to a selection; the third option allows you to subtract from a selection; the third option results in the 
intersection of the old and the new selection.

•	 Feather
See above. Entering a number here will affect all your selections with the particular marquee tool you 
are using, until you change the number. Anti-aliasing determines whether or not your selection has a 
smooth or hard edge.

•	 Styles
Normal: Select any size portion of the image you want

Constrained aspect ratio: You will have to enter values in the width and height fields, and then you will 
only be able to select portions that have that ratio (i.e., if you enter 1 for width and 1 for height, your 
selections will all be squares because the width and height will be equal; if you enter 12 and 2, your 
selections will be 12 pixels wide and 2 pixels high, or 24 pixels wide and 4 pixels high, etc.).

Fixed size: You will have to enter values in the width and height fields, and then you will only be able to 
select portions of your image that are that size. This is handy if you are (for example) making buttons 
for a Web page, and want the buttons all to be the same size, or if (on the Mac) you want to make icons 
for your files, and want to select only portions that are 32x32 pixels.

using the 
selection 
tools in 
photoshop  



lasso tool (L)
With the default Lasso tool, you can draw a freehand line that becomes a selection when you lift the mouse. 
The Polygon lasso lets you make a selection by clicking repeatedly to make straight-lined 
segments. The Magnetic lasso tool allows you to move the mouse closely along the edge 
of an object, and the selection will jump to the closest edge between two colors that it can 
find—this tool is most useful when you are trying to select something that has a distinct edge 
relative to what is around it.

Modifying the Tools
• Hold down the option key while using either of the first two lassos, and you make selections using the 

method of the other.

The Options Bar for the Marquee tools
• The Options Bar works the same for the first two Lasso tools as it does for the Marquee tools. When you 

choose the Magnetic Lasso tool, you will have options for determining how closely the selection adheres 
to the edges of objects.

magic wand (W)
This is a tool for making selections by colors. After you have selected this tool, click on a color in your image, 
and Photoshop will make a selection based on the color—and also based on the settings in the Options Bar 
(see below).

NOTE! Here is a not-immediately-intuitive strategy for making certain kinds of selections using the Magic 
Wand. Imagine that you have a photograph of your dog (who is spotted and speckled) standing in the 
grass, and you want to move the dog onto a background of water. You could spend a lot of time working 
on selecting out the dog (and his long fuzzy hair) or… you could play with the tolerance (see below) of the 
Magic Wand while clicking the grass until you got all the grass selected (this will be quick because the grass 
shares is almost all shades of green) and then use “Inverse Selection” under the Selection menu to change the 
selection from the grass to the dog. 

The Options Bar for the Magic Wand
• Tolerance: This number can be set from 0 to 255. If it is set to 0, Photoshop will only select the pixel you 

clicked and any pixels touching it that are *exactly* the same color. The higher the tolerance, the more 
pixels will be selected.

• Contiguous: If this is checked, Photoshop will only select the pixels that directly touch each other; if this 
is not selected then all colors in the whole image that are within the tolerance range will be selected.

• Use All Layers: If you have Layers in your image, the Magic Wand will work only in the active layer—
UNLESS you have clicked “Use All Layers.”

move tool (V)
The Move Tool doesn’t make selections; instead, it allows you to move selections. You can use this tool to 
move selections within a layer or into a different file all together.

NOTE: If you have the Marquee or Lasso tool selected and click on a selection and drag, you will move the 
crawling ants; if you click with the Move tool, you will move the selected pixels.

NOTE: If you hold down the option key when you click on a selection with the Move tool, and then drag the 
selection, you will drag off a copy of the selection.

standard and quick mask modes (Q)
Standard Mode is the default mode in Photoshop. When you are in this mode, selections have 
crawling ants around them. When you are in Quick Mask mode (which you access by clicking the 
little icon to the right above or by pressing the q key), selections show up as colored areas of the 
screen, and you use the paint tools (the paint brush, the eraser, the airbrush, the rubber stamp, the 
gradient, etc.) to make and modify selections. This is useful for making selections with very precise 
edges because you can use the magnifying lens to get close and then use a very fine brush to paint in 
details. You can also paint with tints, which sill get you results similar to feathering: a tint will select 
only a percentage of the color in the selection, allowing you to get some neat results.

NOTE! You can determine the way Quick Mask looks and the color you use for painting. If you 
double-click either of the little mode buttons (shown above), the dialogue box to the left will appear. 
Here’s what its option mean:

• Color Indicates

Masked Areas: if this is clicked, then when you paint in 
Quick Mask mode you will be painting in the area that 
will not be selected when you go back to Standard mode. 
That is, you are painting in the area that in Standard Mode 
will be protected (i.e., masked) from any changes (like 
applying filters or painting) you make.

Selected Areas: if this is clicked, then when you paint 
in Quick Mask mode you are painting the area that will be 
selected, that will have the crawling ants around it when 
you go back to Standard mode.

• Color

Click the little color chip to select the 
color with which you want to paint. En-
ter a value in opacity to determine how 
well you can see through the color you 
are painting to the image below it.


