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1. Open the image you want to edit in Photoshop 
Elements

2. In the Layers palette, click the New Layer button

3. Navigate to the Edit menu and choose “Fill Layer...”

4. In the “Contents” section of the Fill Layer dialog, click 
the “Use:” drop down menu.

5. Choose “50% Gray”

6. In the Layers palette, click the Blending Mode drop 
down menu.

This will fill the layer with 50% gray, obscuring your original 
image below it. Don’t worry, this is supposed to happen.

DODGING AND BURNING YOUR IMAGE

This will add an new blank layer to your image. 

The blending mode changes how layers interact with each 
other. For more on blending modes see the “Understanding 
Layers” handout.
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8. On the tool palette, choose either the “Dodge” or 
the “Burn” tool. Click and hold to access the flyout 
menu, or press “O” on the keyboard to cycle 
through the tools.

9. In the options bar for the Dodge or Burn tool, click 
the Brush dropdown to select a soft edged brush.

Burn Tool: This tool will darken the area of the image that is 
painted.

Dodge Tool: This tool will brighten the area of the image that is 
painted

The overlay blend mode lightens or darkens the layer below it 
based on the contents of the layer. 50% Gray makes no 
changes, as it is perfectly neutral. Anything brighter than 50% 
Gray will lighten the layer below, anything darker than 50% 
Gray will darken the layer below.

7. From the list of blending modes, choose “Overlay”.

10. Choose a Soft Round Brush, the size of the brush 
is not important, as it will need to be adjusted

Remember, you can use the left “[“and right “]” bracket keys 
to resize your brush as you are working. 

11. In the options bar, make sure “Range:” 
is set to Midtones

12. Set the Exposure by clicking the dropdown arrow 
and using the slider to choose your percentage.

The Exposure setting controls how intense the Dodge/Burn effect is when applied to the image. 100% is full 
intensity. You will generally want to keep this setting somewhere between 20% - 50%.

The more intense the effect, the more likely you are to destroy detail by clipping highlights or shadows. In 
addition, the more intense it is the more obvious it will be that the Dodge/Burn tool was used on the image, 
leaving you with an unnatural look.

mailto:spyros@selfhelpphotographer.com
mailto:spyros@selfhelpphotographer.com


Photoshop Elements for Photographers with Spyros Heniadis

715-952-4784 | spyros@selfhelpphotographer.com | selfhelpphotographer.com

 As you dodge and burn your image, you should see the new layer 
change. The areas you are dodging will get lighter, and the areas 
you are burning will get darker.

This method of dodging and burning provides for non-destructive alterations to your image through the use of 
the new layer and the overlay blend mode.

The same effects could be achieved by skipping steps 1 through 7 and simply choosing the dodge or burn tool 
to paint directly on your image. This method is generally considered to be a better/safer method for dodging 
and burning

13. Double check to make sure the new layer you 
created is active. If it is not active, click on the 
layer icon to make it active.

14. Using the left “[“ and right “]” bracket tools, set 
your brush size so it just large enough to paint the 
object/area you want to dodge/burn.

15. Paint on the image with the dodge or burn tool to 
selectively brighten or darken areas of your image.

16. OPTIONAL: Once you have finished adjusting 
using one tool (dodge or burn), switch to the other 
tool and repeat steps 9 through 15.

To compare the original image to the dodged/burned image, click 
the eyeball icon on the layer to toggle the layer off. This will show 
you the original image. Click the eyeball icon again to turn the layer 
back on to see the dodged/burned version.
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