
Headshots Basic Photoshop Edits 
and 

 Retouching Step-by-Step Instructions 
 
 

You have been given a number of headshots to edit for the musical theater class. Follow the 
following basic steps to create a consistent look for the students’ portfolios.  
 
 

1. Open Adobe Bridge (orange square icon) and navigate to your class folder, then your 
personal folder. You should have a folder called “Choir Headshots” that contains images 
of a member of the musical theater class.  
 

2. Open the RAW file you wish to edit first in Photoshop. You should have 4 images of the 
same student in various poses.  
 

3. Before the file opens in Photoshop, you will see a dialogue box appear for RAW image 
editing.  
 

4. Look at the blue text below the image. If it does not say “16-bit” click on the text and 
change it.  
 

5. In the RAW dialogue box, start at the top of the right side column of slider adjustments, 
and adjust your image to the best possible white balance and exposure.  

 
Pay close attention to the histogram as you make your adjustments, so that your 
image is balanced. Your histogram should not fall off the vertical edges in the 
dark values (left) or the light values (right). Also pay attention to how your 
adjustments affect the person’s skin tone - you do not want them to look too 
washed out or to have a strange color cast that makes them look sick! The 
background of your image should be a very light gray color that is darker around 
the edges.  

 
6. Now, you should examine the “blacks” slider. Hold down the “option” key and click on the 

slider. If you see any dots of color, this means those colors are “clipped” to black. If there 
are black areas of color, it means that part of the image is completely black and have no 
details visible. You might want to lower the number of the black slider from the default 
depending on how dark the image is overall.  
 

7. Next, go to the contrast slider and change to somewhere between 30 - 40, depending on 
what looks best for the image.  

 
 

 



8. Now go to the next tab in the RAW dialogue, which has an icon that looks like a graph 
with a line on it. This is like the “curves” adjustment layer in Photoshop. You can adjust 
the tonal range of your image. To increase your contrast slightly in a flattering manner 
for portraits: 

○ Move the mid-point from its position in the middle of the graph, to halfway across 
the square beside the dark-point.  

○ Move the “lights” slider to somewhere between +5 and +10 
○ Move the “shadows” slider to somewhere between -5 and -10 

 
9. You are now done with basic adjustments. Click “open image” to open the image in 

Photoshop.  
 

10. In Photoshop, first crop your image. If it is a vertical image use width: 5 in, height 7 in. If 
it is a horizontal image use width: 7 in, height 5 in. This is the size of the prints we will 
deliver to the student. Make sure to crop so that your subject’s eyes and expression are 
the focus of the image. You can turn on the rule of thirds grid to help you decide on the 
best composition.  
 

11. After cropping, you need to further blur the background to make the subject stand out 
even more. “Ctrl + click” on your background layer and select “Duplicate Layer”. You will 
see a dialogue box that prompts you to name your layer. Name it “Blur”.  
 

12. Go to “Filter” > “Blur” > “Gaussian Blur”. A dialogue box will appear in which you can 
adjust the amount of blurring using the “radius” slider. Move the slider to somewhere 
between 10 - 15. Your entire image will now look out of focus.  
 

13. Go to your layers window and click on “layer mask” at the bottom. It is beside the 
adjustment layers button and looks like a grey rectangle with a white circle cut out of it. 
Click on the layer mask button to create a layer mask on the layer named “Blur”. It 
should now have a white rectangle next to the thumbnail of your image. Click on the 
white rectangle to make sure it is selected - it will be highlighted by a white outline.  
 

14. Push “B” for the brush tool and use the brackets “[“ and “]” to get the desired brush size.  
Check the brush type to make sure it is a round shape and has soft, feathered edges, 
not a hard edge. Make sure your opacity is set to 100%. Make sure the top color 
(selected color) in your color palette is black.  
 

15. Begin using the brush tool on your layer mask by carefully “painting” over the edges of 
the subject. You want your brush to just cover the outline of the person’s body and head. 
If you are very careful, you can use this method to leave any tiny, distracting flyaway 
hairs blurred out BUT do not leave any of the hair outline or body outline blurry.  
 

16. Once you’ve unblurred the outline of the subject, hold down the “option” key and click on 
the layer mask again (it will now have a black outline on the thumbnail). This will change 



your image to show just the layer mask. Now, use the black paintbrush to quickly fill in 
the outline you’ve drawn.  
 

17. Hold down “option” key and click on the layer mask again. Now you will see that the 
background of the photo remains blurred, but your subject is not. You have created a 
“hole” in the layer mask by blacking out the area over the subject.  

 
 Now it is time to put the finishing touches on the image.  
 

1. “Ctrl + click” on your background image and duplicate it again. This time name the layer 
“Retouch”.  
 

2. Push the “Z” button and zoom in to the face of your subject. You can do this by clicking 
multiple times in the area you wish to zoom to, or by holding down the mouse button and 
sliding your mouse back or forward. 
 

3. Select the “Spot Healing Brush” tool which looks like a band-aid with a dotted circle 
underneath it.  
 

4. Locate any blemishes or small skin imperfections to remove. Do not remove 
distinguishing characteristics such as moles or birthmarks. Change the size of the brush 
using the bracket keys until it is the same size as the area to fix, then click once to 
conceal it. If the “healed” area is visible as a discolored circle, either click once more 
over the mismatched area OR undo your work and try again with a smaller size brush.  

 
Note: Do not use the spot healing tool over top of folds of skin or areas with a 
sharp shadow - such as the crease of the nostrils or the fold of the eyelid.  

 
5. When you are satisfied with your work, SAVE AS… your image to your headshots 

folder, without changing the file name, but DO save the file type as a TIFF. When the 
dialogue box pops up to save, select “NONE” for image compression.  

 
 
To edit the rest of the images, use your first RAW image that has already been edited to quickly 
adjust the others to the same settings:  
 

1. Hold the “Command” key and select all of the original RAW images, including the one 
you have already edited.  
 

2. Open all the images in the RAW dialogue box.  
 

3. Click “Select all” and then “Synchronize”. A dialogue box should open. Make sure all 
boxes are checked EXCEPT for “crop”, “spot removal”, and “local adjustments” before 
clicking OK.  



 
4. Now all the images have the same adjustment settings in RAW. Make sure they all look 

okay and do not need to be further adjusted, then click “Done”.  
 

5. Next, open each image in Photoshop and repeat the step-by-step above to blur the 
background and retouch the photo. Make sure you save them the same way as the first 
image, in your own “Headshots” folder. 

 
 
YOU ARE FINALLY DONE!!! 


