Making selections – quickly and accurately – is one of the most important skills to master in Photoshop as it is often the first step in working with layers, making Masks etc. In this session we’ll look at effective methods for making selections, and working with Masks. We’ll start with a quick look at “traditional” selection methods and then explore how the Select and Mask workspace is a potential game changer. Along the way I’ll share some “secrets” for success.

Selections versus Masks
Making an accurate selection is just on step in the process – you wouldn’t make a selection and then stop there. A selection means that only certain pixels are active, then you do something with those pixels such as add paint, add an adjustment layer or make a Layer Mask. Once a selection is “gone” you typically have to start again to create the selection, while a mask remains editable as long as it is available. A selection is identified by “marching ants” while a mask is made up of shades of gray: white represents the selected area, black represents areas that are not selected. [insert selection, mask]

Selection Secret #1
Always aim to “end up” with a great selection.
This means that while you may sometimes be able to make a great selection with one tool, chances are it’s going to take several steps and tools. As we know, there are many options for making selections both in tools and under menus, and it’s very likely that you’ll end up using multiple functions together.

For me it’s always made better sense to think “end up with a great selection” rather than “selecting something”.


The Selection Tools and Commands
Photoshop comes with a series of selection tools and commands, each with their own advantages, and each designed for different selection situations.

Shape Selection tools
• Rectangular Marquee – for selecting rectangles and squares
• Elliptical Marquee – for selecting ovals and circles
• Single Column Marquee – for a one-pixel column selection
• Single Row Marquee – for a one-pixel row selection
• Polygonal Lasso – for selecting straight-edged shapes
• Lasso – for selecting free form shapes

Automated Selection tools and Commands
• Magic Wand – automatic selection based on a range of colors (single click)
• Magnetic Lasso – senses edges to help make a selection
• Color Range – a command that selects by ranges of colors, with options to adjust
• Quick Selection – the “edge detection” tool (click & drag)
• Focus Area – makes a selection based on depth of field
• Select Subject – makes an automation selection of the perceived subject (CC 2018)

Other Selection methods
• Quick Mask – view and edit the selection as a colored overlay
• Load Selections from other sources – use Layers or Channels to create selections
• Grow – expand an existing selection
• Similar – select pixels similar to existing selection
• Pen tool – draw with the Pen tool and convert the path into a selection
• Transform Selection – adjust a selection using transformation handles
• Modify commands – a series of commands to adjust a selection
• Save Selection – a means to “store” a selection for later use
• Extract – highlight the edges to extract an area
• Select and Mask – a workspace to refine and adjust the selection

Needless to say, sometimes it will be very clear which tool to use: if you need to select a coin, use the Elliptical Marquee tool. In other cases you’ll have to experiment with various tools. [insert selection01]

Selection Secret #2
Try the automated tools first – the selection may not be perfect, but these tools will often give you a really good start, more quickly than using a manual alternative.

Selection Secret #3
Fine-tune your selection using keyboard modifiers and/or Transform Selection.
If you’ve made a starting selection and it’s not quite right you can use the same selection tool – or a different one – to tweak the selection:

• Hold down Shift to add to the existing selection
• Hold down Option (PC: Alt) to remove from an existing selection

For example, start with a selection made with the Quick Selection tool and then switch to the Lasso tool to add the missing areas (with the Shift key held down).

Use Transform Selection to click-and-drag on handles to resize a selection to fit the shape you need.


Selection Secret #4
Sometimes it’s easier to select the opposite of what you need.
Make a selection of the area outside of what you need selected, and then Inverse the selection: press Command-Shift-I (PC: Ctrl-Shift-I) and the opposite will be selected.

Selection Bonus: 
Temporarily edit your photo to help make a selection
Sometimes it’s hard to make a selection since you can’t see the edges very well. If the performance of the selections tool is mediocre because it’s hard to see the edges, temporarily add an Adjustment Layer to help make the selection. For example, add a Levels Adjustment Layer and make a dramatic change so it’s easier to see the edges that you’re trying to select. [insert selection02, 03, 04, 05]

Use a selection tool and once you’re finished making the selection, delete the Adjustment Layer. 

Selection Secret #5
Make sure you can see what you’re doing.
One of the challenges of making selections is being able to tell how accurate your selection really is: the selection edges (a.k.a. Marching ants) sometimes make it difficult to see how well you’re doing. For these situations, try using Quick Mask. With an active selection, click on the Quick Mask button, or tap Q. The selection displays with a colored overlay that represents the areas that are not selected. The selected areas have no colored overlay. [insert selection06, 07]

To fine-tune the selection in Quick Mask, paint with black to add to the colored overlay and remove from the selection. To add to the selection, paint with white. You can use any method of “painting” from using the Brush tool to making a selection and filled with black or white.

Hint: If you use the brush tool, the size and edge of the brush will have an influence on the selection: use smaller brushes for detailed areas, use hard-edged brushes to create non-feathered selections; use soft-edged brushes to create feathered edges.

Selection Secret #6
Move the subject onto the new background first
A common reason for making a selection is to create a layer Mask to composite a subject onto a new background image. With that in mind, before you start making a selection drag the subject onto the new background. That way every decision you make is in the context of the new background. [insert selection08, 09]

The alternate would be to make a selection of your subject without knowing if you are working harder than necessary, for example selecting small hairs that don’t end up being visible on the new background.

Selection Secret #7
Use Select and Mask
One of the best features in Photoshop CC is the Select and Mask workspace. One of its greatest strengths is helping to create a better edge, even from a basic selection. After making a selection, click on the button (in the Options Bar) to enter the Select and Mask workspace.
[insert selection12]
First, pick the view you want to work with: [insert selection10]

Onion Skin (O): variable transparency of the background
Marching Ants (M): selection edges
Overlay (Y): Quick Mask
On Black (A): On a black background
On White (T): on a white background
Black & White (K): the Mask
On Layers (Y): on a transparent layer

Press F to toggle through the previews, or X to temporarily see the original view.

I tend to spend most of my time in On Layers view, and occasionally switch to Black & White view so I can preview what the layer Mask will look like.

If you notice any areas that are selected and shouldn’t be, or are missing from your selection, you can fine-tune the selection using the Selection tools built-in to the workspace. [insert tools]

The Quick Selection Tool (W): works just like the regular Quick Selection tool
Refine Edge Brush Tool (R):
Brush Tool (B): “Paint” to select areas
Lasso Tool (L): works the same as the regular Lasso tool
Hand Tool (H): scroll the view
Zoom Tool: (Z): zoom in 

With each tool, use the Option/Alt key to reverse the effect of the tool, for example Option/Alt will remove from selections with the Quick Selection tool.

It’s also possible to start in the Select and Mask workspace without first making a selection: use the Onion Skin view with a mid-range opacity and then use the selection tools to make your selection.

Use the Refine Radius tool to brush over the areas of transition between hard and soft edges. You can also try turning on Smart Radius in an effort to (theoretically) preserve both hard and soft edges.

Remember to check the edges in the context of the new background – if you’re in Onion Skin view change the transparency to 100%.

I also make sure to check the Black & White view to see what your layer Mask will look like: if you see wisps of detail in this view, that can be improved after the Mask has been made. [insert selection13]

Once you’re happy with the edge, go to the Output area to choose your output method, typically Layer Mask. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]If you notice a small fringe of color use the Decontaminate Colors option. By default this will create a copy of your layer with a Layer Mask, preserving your original layer (since the Decontaminate Color option changes the pixels of the layer). [insert selection14]

Key Technique: Select in Pieces
Select and Mask can do an amazing job on fine detail like hair. Many times you’ll get even better results if you first make a duplicate of your subject layer: then you can make a selection of just the hair on one layer and make a separate selection of the rest of the body on the other layer. That way you can use different settings for the hair and the harder edges of the body. You’ll end up with two separate layers that you can combine to “end up with” a great Mask. [insert selection16]


Selection Secret #8
A Second Chance
Once a Layer Mask has been created have a “second chance” to access the same controls to fine-tune the Mask. To access these controls, double-click on the Layer Mask. The first time, you’ll be asked whether you want to view the Properties panel or enter the Select and Mask Workspace. Once in the Select and Mask Workspace you can use the same methods to tweak your Layer Mask (it will update the existing Mask rather than create a new one) [insert doubleclick]


The Magic of Overlay
Quite often you’ll get a Layer Mask that is very close to what you want but you might still be missing small details such as fine hairs. Rather than spending too much time in the Select and Mask workspace, sometimes you can get the result you want by painting on the Layer Mask – in Overlay mode. 


To view the Mask, hold down Option/Alt and click on the Mask thumbnail.
Look for areas where you see light gray that should be white. [insert overlay1, 2]

Change the settings of the Brush tool to Overlay mode and 50% opacity. Set your Foreground color to white.

Once again hold down Option/Alt and click on the Mask thumbnail. This will let you paint on the Mask while viewing the context of the subject on the new background. [insert overlay4]

Paint over light gray areas where you want to see mode detail in those fine hairs. Use caution to not paint too much over the same area as it can very quickly look artificial.

If there are areas that are dark gray that should be black, switch the Foreground color to black and use Overlay mode.

Useful Shortcuts:
Press Option-Shift-O (PC: Alt-Shift-O) to change the Brush to Overlay mode.
Press Option-Shift-N (PC: Alt-Shift-N) to change the Brush to Normal mode.
Press 1-9 to change the Brush opacity to 10 - 90%. Press 0 for 100% opacity.
Press X to swap between black and white as the Foreground color.

Paste Into
This is a very effective way to create a Layer Mask that is not linked with the layer – perfect for situations such as replacing a sky. Start by making a selection of the sky. In this example, don’t worry about selecting small details such as trees and the see-through balcony. (Here’s the selection viewed in Quick Mask mode). [insert pasteinto2]

Then switch to the photo of the sky, Select All and Copy.

Back in the original photo, make sure you are in regular mode (not Quick Mask) and from the Edit menu choose Paste Special>Paste Into. This will create a new Layer with an unlinked Layer Mask, making it easy to use the Move tool to reposition the new sky. [insert pasteinto3, 4]

Finally, lower the opacity of the sky layer: this will help it blend in and you’ll be able to see the fine details such as the trees and see-through balcony.

Hint: Start with a sky that’s a little more saturated than you’ll need, so that when you lower the opacity it will look appropriate.
In this example an effective finishing touch might be to duplicate the sky layer, use Free Transform to Flip Vertical and then repaint the Mask so the sky only shows in some areas of the water. Then lower the opacity and experiment with Blend Modes. [insert sky3, 4]

Paste on a Mask
Here’s an interesting creative possibility: rather than creating a Mask from a selection, paste a photo onto a Layer Mask. To do this you have to view the Layer Mask (or a new layer will be created) by holding down Option/Alt and clicking on the Layer Mask thumbnail.

Switch to the texture photo, Select All and Copy.

Switch back to the photo and Paste onto the Mask. Free Transform if necessary to fit the Mask.
To get different results you can try Inverting the Mask, using the Properties panel to experiment with Density and/or Feather, and/or painting on the Mask in areas where you don’t want the texture to be as obvious. [insert paste-mask1, 2, 3, 4]
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