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This is a collection of impressions and suggestions, not a manual on how to use the program. 

 

Some limitations to Photoshop Elements (PSE): 

 It is only available as a 3 year subscription, not a perpetual license. 

 The PSE version of Adobe Camera Raw (ACR) is very rudimentary. 

 There is no Brightness slider in the PSE ACR. 

 Vibrance and Saturation are too similar.   

 Conversion to B&W cannot be done properly using the raw data.  

 Nearly all raster image operations require that a 16-bit image be converted to 8-bit. 

 The Curves tool is buried in an obscure dialog called “Adjust Color Curves” which has nothing to 

do with colors. 

Welcome features: 

 PSE can be made to run directly without an organizer by creating a shortcut to "C:\Program 

Files\Adobe\Photoshop Elements 2025" 

 Highlight and Shadow clipping warnings can be turned on/off separately. 

 There is a decent Remove Tool that can remove large objects and power lines. 

Recommended workflow 

When you open a raw file you will view the image in a simplified version of ACR.  Next to the image are 

the basic tools. 

 



To the right of Edit there are two buttons, Auto and B&W.  Skip the Auto button because it is likely to 

use conflicting settings for exposure and highlights. 

If you click on B&W you will not have full control over the B&W conversion of the raw data as in most 

other programs.  PSE will just do a simple desaturation without any color filter control other than 

Temperature and Tint which are inadequate.  But you still have the same Basic raw editing tools that you 

will us for color.  Only Vibrance and Saturation are disabled.   

The rest of this article is about color images. 

Open the Basic panel. 

 

The White balance adjustment will initially be As Shot.  We will return to this later. 

Exposure is the most important adjustment.  But Exposure, Contrast, Highlights and Whites together 

contribute to the brightness of the highlights and the presence of highlight warnings in this image. It also 

affects mid-tones and shadows.   

  



Move the Exposure slider to the left.  If you don’t see some blue shadow clipping warnings, click “U” or 

the white triangle in the top left of the histogram display to turn them on.  

Now move the Exposure slider to the right.  If you don’t see some red highlight clipping warnings, click 

“O” or the black triangle in the top right corner to turn them on. 

 

Now move the Exposure slider back to the left until the mid-tones look about right.  If highlight warnings 

are still showing, move the Highlights and Whites sliders to the left.   

If all of these sliders are significantly left of the middle, the raw file might be overexposed.  Consider 

where the highlight warnings appear in the image.  If they are over areas where you want detail, texture or 

color, you might not want to continue developing this image. 

Of you don’t see highlight warnings, the brightest parts of the image will not display or print as white.  

While that might be appropriate in some cases (like a foggy day or a dark interior), you might want to 

make them brighter.  We will deal with the tonality of the highlights later. 

If you see many shadow warning where you want to keep some detail or tonality, turn the shadow 

warnings off and move the Shadows and Blacks sliders to the right.  Keep in mind that, in a scene with a 

wide dynamic range or one that was underexposed, you might be bringing some noise into the visible 

range.  But if you keep them dark, the noisiest parts of the image will be out of sight and you won’t need 

to worry as much about noise reduction.   

But if you see no shadow warnings, the shadows may be too bright.  You can move the Blacks and 

Shadows to the left and to get some shadows warnings.  We will also deal with the tonality of the 

shadows later. 



Clarity is concerned more with local contrasts than with edge sharpness.  If you get the clarity right you 

may not need sharpening.  It helps if you turn off the highlight and shadows warnings as you adjust 

clarity.  But clarity can also increase shadow brightness, bringing noise with it, so you might need to 

readjust the shadows after adding clarity.   

Vibrance and Saturation seem to be almost the same in PSE but Saturation goes all the way from no 

color to too much color and Vibrance only comes close.  Together they range from no color to surreal. 

Now we can get a clearer look at White balance.  Keep in mind that you ca have only one white balance 

setting during raw development.  If you have two or more light sources you will need to decide which one 

to work with or try to find a compromise. 

If the image appears to have a color cast, an easy solution is to click on the eye dropper:  

 
White Balance tool 

Find something in the scene that seems to be neutral gray and click on it.  You might need to try several 

targets.  If that doesn’t work, select one of the settings from the drop-down. 

If it still doesn’t work, select Auto or As Shot and use the sliders. 

If you feel that there is too much blue or yellow, you can move the Temperature slider.  If there is too 

much green or magenta you can move the Tint slider.   

Your last Custom settings will be saved at the bottom of the list. 

 

Crop 
 

Click on the Crop tool in the right margin to open the tool for cropping and leveling.   

 

You can set a different Preset (aspect ratio), flip the ratio and lock it. 

There are three ways to level the image: by moving the Angle slider, by clicking on the level button and 

drawing a line along a horizontal or vertical reference in the image, or buy clicking next to the image 

outside of the crop and moving the curved double-headed arrow.  Any of these will also crop the image.   



You can also use the handles on the corners or sides to change the size of the crop. 

When you are done, press the Enter key.  You can return to the Crop tool and adjust it or start over by 

starting from Full. 

The purpose for Constrain to Image is not clear.  The behavior seems to be the same whether or not it is 

checked. 

Magnification 

So far your zoom setting will have remained at Fit to show the entire image.   

If we have not cropped, we already know the image dimensions in (24MP = 6000 wide x 4000 high in 

pixels). 

Unfortunately, after leveling and cropping, there is no way to know much of the original image remains - 

the surviving width and height in pixels.  We will need to guess.   

 

Detail 

Controls in this group are frequently misused, mainly due to the suggestion to view the image at 100%. 

 

Adobe’s recommendation of 100% for an “accurate” preview is wrong.  The normal viewing distance for 

an image is from about the same distance as its longest dimension, for a landscape orientation that would 

be its width.  On a display that is 2k (1920 pixels wide) or 4k (3840 pixels wide) we are unlikely to get 

closer than the width of the display regardless of its physical size.  In fact, on a laptop, tablet or 

smartphone, we will never even get that close without a magnifying glass. 

So we need to calculate the proper zoom level.  To keep it simpler, we will use 2000 and 4000 for the two 

display resolutions.  For a 2k display and an image 6000 pixels wide it would be 2000/6000 = 33%.  For a 

4k display it would be 4000/6000 = 67%.   



PSE only offers a choice of 6%, 12%, 25%, 33%, 50%, 66% and 100% (more than 100% is pointless).   

We could just need to pick the closest one.  Or we could move the pointer over the center of the image, 

hold the Alt key and spin the wheel on the mouse to get smaller steps.  

We might find that none of the adjustments to sharpness or noise will make any visible improvement in 

our image, especially if it was taken at a low ISO.  The earlier example was taken at ISO 200 in broad 

daylight with a Sony A7 II so there really was no noise and the Clarity already made it sharp enough. 

But this image was taken at ISO 4000 using Highlight Weighted Metering which left a lot of dark areas.  

The image is 8288 pixels wide so the normal magnification on a 2k display would be 24%. 

 

You can’t see noise in a small image but it might be visible from a normal viewing distance as described 

above.  It’s also important on where you see the noise.  In this image, it only shows up in the wall under 

the windows.  A prudent reduction in noise should not diminish the sharpness of the image elsewhere in 

the image.  If you were viewing this image at 100% you would see the noise more clearly but you would 

be the only one who ever would saw it.  The odds are that you would remove noise nobody else would 

ever see. 

We have now made all of the edits that PSE offers in its version of ACR. 

So far we have been working with the raw file and a 16-bir (48-bit color) raster image in the computer’s 

memory.  

Since there is no Curves tool in ACR, we will need to look for it in the raster editor. 

  



At the bottom right of the ACR display are three buttons: 

 

 Open Passes control of the editing to the raster editor after saving our work in a small .xmp file. 

 Cancel Discards anything we have done to the image in the current session. 

 Done Saves the work done into a small .xmp and closes the current raw session. 

The Raster Editing Stage 

Once you are in the raster editor you can save the image at any time as a JPEG or other format by clicking 

on File/Save As… 

Where is the Curves tool?  It is hidden under Enhance/Adjust Color/Adjust Color Curves… 

 

The adjustments are relatively crude and the list in “Select a Style” is short, you can increase contrast but 

reduce contrast is not on the list.  You are on your own.  Anything you might want to do to the curve is 

controlled by the four sliders which move the three points along the curve between the two end points.  

The sliders are much harder to use than by simply changing the curve directly like all other editors do it. 

If you want a proper Curves tool, save the raster image as a .psd file and open it in Affinity.  But once you 

are there, you are committed to stay in Affinity. 

  



Along the right margin are four buttons: 

 
The edit group we have covered above. 

 
The crop and level tool. 

 
The Red Eye reduction tool. 

 

And a way to do some other things 

 

If we do any additional work in the raster editor, it can be saved in a .psd file but that will be much larger 

than an .xmp file and more than six times as big as the original raw file because it is saved as a 16-bit 

image, 48 bits for each color pixel.  

But there is almost nothing you can do to the raster image until you convert it to an 8-bit image (24 bits 

per pixel).  The .psd file will then likely be only about three times as big as the raw file.  But at least you 

can use the Curves, Crop and Remove tool and continue to have a 16-bit image. 

If you erase the .psd file you will still have the work you did on the raw file in the small .xmp file. 

If you open a JPEG, TIFF or any other image file that is not a raw file, PSE will open it in the raster 

editor.  The only way to save your work in progress is in a .psd file. 

No doubt there are a lot of things you can do with a raster image.  But the possibilities are too great to 

cover here.  You will probably need to view some tutorials, get some books and attend some classes to get 

started.  PS Elements is not sufficiently powerful to make it worth mastering. 

But if you are willing to commit that much time and effort, PS Elements is the wrong place to start.  You 

might as well commit yourself to learning about Photoshop itself. 

A much easier and less expensive path would be to buy a perpetual license for Affinity Photo 2. It will 

give you a way to develop the raw data into a 16-bit image and keep it in 16-bit.  Affinity has a host of 

tools that can be used to modify the raster image. 

But there is plenty of fist class competition including On1, Luminar Neo and the much more expensive 

Capture One which is still worth the price.  They don’t provide the raster image editing capabilities of 

PSE, Photoshop or Affinity but you can buy a perpetual license and do everything else you might need 

starting from the raw data and ending by exporting a wide choice of image types and sizes. 

 


