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Photoshop Series II: Layers 
 

Layers 
• Layers allow you to separate areas of an image and manipulate them independently. 
• Each layer contains a thumbnail to help you identify the layer contents at a glance. 
• If an image has multiple layers, you must select which layer you want to work on. 
• To select a layer, click once on the layer.  The layer will become highlighted, letting 

you know it is selected. 
• Any changes you make to the image will only affect the active layer. 
• Any parts of a layer that are transparent (do not contain content), will show the 

contents of the layers below. 
 

Layer Stacking Order  
• The order in which layers 

are placed in the layers 
palette is very important.  
The order in which the 
layers are stacked is the 
order in which you will see 
the content of those layers 
in the actual image.  For 
example, if you had a red 
circle in your first (top) 
layer and a blue square in 
your second layer, the red circle overlaps on top of the blue square in the image 
because it is the uppermost layer. 

• To move a layer in the stacking order simply click and hold on the thumbnail of the 
layer you wish to move and drag it to its new position. 

 
 

Background Layers  
• Any layer that Photoshop has labeled “Background” is a special layer.  There are 

several things that cannot be done to a background layer that can be done to a 
regular layer (it cannot be moved, does not support transparency, etc). 

• To convert a Background layer to a regular layer you just need to rename it. 
 
 

Rename a Layer 
• In the layers palette, double-click the existing 

layer name and type the new name. 
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Add a new (blank) Layer  
• At the bottom of the layers palette, click the New Layer Icon ( ). 
• New layers are inserted above the active layer (the layer that is selected in the 

layers palette). 
 

Duplicate a layer 
• In the layers palette, select the layer thumbnail of the layer you wish to duplicate 

and drag it and drop it on top of the New Layer Icon ( ). 

Delete a Layer 
• To delete a layer simply drag that layer’s thumbnail down to the trash can located at 

the bottom of the layers palette.   
• Alternately, you can make the layer you wish to delete the active layer (by clicking 

once on the layer) and then clicking on the trash can located at the bottom of the 
layers palette. 

 
 

Layer Visibility 
• Click the eye icon  next to any layer to toggle that layer’s visibility (to show or 

hide it). 
 
 

Organize Your Layers with Layer Sets (Folders)  
• You can use layer set to organize/group your layers. 
• To create a layer set, click the Create a New Group icon located at the bottom of 

the layers palette 
• Drag and drop layers onto the folder icon to include those layers in the set. 

 
 

Linking Layers 
• By linking layers you can move or transform two or more layers at a time.   
• To link layers (for Photoshop CS2 and earlier), select one of the layers you wish to 

link and then click the link box (located to the left of the layer thumbnail) of each 
layer that you want linked to the first.  A link icon  will appear.  

• To link layers (for Photoshop CS3 and later), select all the layers you wish to link and 
then click the link icon  located at the bottom of the layers palette. 

 
 

Aligning Layers 
• In the layers palette, link the layers that you want to align 
• Select the move tool from the toolbar 
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• In the options bar select the alignment or distribute button of choice 
 
 

Layer Opacity 
• Each layer has an opacity setting which is located at the top of the layers palette. 
• The lower the opacity is set the more that the layers below it will show through. 

 
 

Adjustment Layers 
• Adjustment Layers are just that.  They are layers that perform some sort of 

adjustment to your image.   
• Adjustment layers are non-destructive in that they don’t permanently alter your 

image.   
• An adjustment layer can be hidden or deleted just like a regular layer. 
• To create an adjustment layer, click the Adjustment Layer icon located at the 

bottom of the layers palette.  From the pop-up menu select which type of 
adjustment layer you wish to perform. 

• When adjustment layers are created they have a layer mask attached to them.  For 
information on layer mask techniques please take the Photoshop Series III: Masks 
and Channels class. 

 
 

Vector / Shape Layers 
• Photoshop comes pre-installed with vector shapes. 
• Vector graphics are made up of mathematically defined lines and curves called 

vectors. This means that you can move, resize, or change the color of a line without 
losing the quality of the graphic. 

• Vector graphics are resolution-independent--that is, they can be scaled to any size 
and printed at any resolution without losing detail or clarity. As a result, vector 
graphics are the best choice for representing bold graphics that must retain crisp 
lines when scaled to various sizes (logos, for example). 

• There are other applications, such as Adobe Illustrator, that are used to design 
vector graphics. 

• Even though Photoshop is primary used for bitmap (raster) images, you can create 
both vector and raster/bitmap shapes with it. 

• Each vector shape in Photoshop needs to occupy its own layer. 
• To create a shape, select the Custom Shape Tool  in the toolbox. In the options 

bar, click the down arrow next to the Shape option to open the Custom Shape Picker.  
Once you have selected a shape you click and drag in your image to create that 
shape. 

 
 

Layer Styles 
• There are many layer styles that can be added to layers – drop shadow, outer glow, 

stroke, etc. 
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• Select the layer style icon at the bottom of the layers palette and select which 
type of style you wish to add. 

• There are also pre-defined styles which you can select from in the Styles palette.  If 
this palette isn’t already open select Window > Styles.   

• To apply a pre-defined style: 
1. Select the layer you want the style applied to 
2. Click the layer style you want from the Styles palette. 

• Layer styles are harmless in that they don’t permanently change the contents of the 
layer that they are attached to. 

• Layer styles can be hidden or deleted just like regular layers. 
• When a layer has a style applied to it, an “f” icon appears to the right of the layer’s 

name in the Layers palette. 
• To copy a layer style, select the layer containing the style and choose Layer > 

Layer Style > Copy Layer Style or right click on the layer and select Copy Layer 
Style.  To paste a layer style to another layer, select the layer and choose Layer > 
Layer Style > Paste Layer Style or right click on the layer and select Paste Layer 
Style. 
 

 

Filters  

• Filters let you apply special effects to your images.  Unlike layer styles, filters will 
alter your original image.  To use a filter, choose the appropriate submenu from the 
Filter menu.   

• The Filter Gallery is useful if you wish to apply multiple filters; go to Filter > Filter 
Gallery. 

 
 

Copy a layer to another document 
1. Make sure both images are open – the file from which you will be copying a layer 

and the file that will be receiving that copy. 
2. Select the Move tool  
3. Click on the thumbnail of the layer you want to copy and drag and drop that layer on 

top of the image you want to add the layer to. 
 
 
 

Layer Blend Modes  
• A layer blend mode describes how two or more layers 

interact or “blend” with each other. 
• The Layer blend mode setting is found at the top of the 

Layers palette. 
• A quick example of one of the many things you can do 

with layer blend modes: 
1. Let’s say you have an image of a woman in a blue 

sweater and you want to change the color of her 
sweater to red. Here is a scenario on how you 
could do that using layer blend modes. 
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2. Create a new, blank layer 
3. Set your foreground color swatch (in the toolbar), to red 
4. Select the paintbrush tool (from the toolbar), and paint on the blank layer 

over the area of the sweater.  With the layer blend mode set to “Normal” you 
get what you would expect, a red blob. 

5. However, if you change the layer blend mode to “Color,” the layer with the 
red paint blends with the layer below to create the desired effect. 

• Layer blend modes are beyond the scope of this introductory class but you should be 
aware that they are available for your use. 

• More information about layer blend modes can be found online at the following sites: 
1. http://www.peachpit.com/guides/content.aspx?g=photoshop&seqNum=387 
2. http://www.photoshopessentials.com/photo-editing/layer-blend-modes/ 

 
 

Make a Copy of All Layers in a Document 
• Choose Select > All (Ctrl + A) 
• Choose Edit > Copy Merged 
• Create a new layer 
• Choose Edit > Paste 
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