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In this presentation, I will focus solely on the editing and enhancing features available in the Photos 

app.  But first, a little background.  Apple recently “shelved” its two main photo management 

applications for Mac computers (iPhoto and Aperture), and replaced them with Photos.  You can 

continue to use iPhoto (sort of) and Aperture, but these apps are no longer supported and developed 

by Apple anymore.  Many were peeved with this upheaval in their computing life, but, ultimately, I 

believe this was a change for the better.  Yes, we lost some features that we became accustomed to in 

iPhoto, but I think we gained more in other areas, particularly when it comes to editing and 

enhancing your photographs.  Furthermore, our management of photographs has become more 

uniform because we are no longer using one app on mobile devices (iPhones, iPads, iPods) and then 

something completely different on our Mac computers.

This presentation applies to features found in the Photos app on mobile devices and Mac computers.  

However, the Photos app on mobile devices is a “trimmed-down” version of the full app available on 

computers.  During the presentation, I will focus on the full features available on computers, and then  

will demonstrate the similarities and differences of the slimmer app available on mobile devices.

For your reference, I recommend that you peruse Apple’s online resource for learning the Photos app: 

https://help.apple.com/photos/mac/1.0/?lang=en

And here is another excellent resource for learning all the features of Photos: http://

www.macworld.co.uk/how-to/mac-software/how-to-use-photos-mac-osx-guide-3610122/ 
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Getting Started with the Photos App for Mac

Migrate your iPhoto Library

If you haven’t already done this, the first thing to do is migrate your old iPhoto Library into the 

Photos app.  The first time you open Photos, it will prompt you to select the iPhoto Library to 

migrate.  This may take a quite of bit of time if your iPhoto Library is very big.

 after opening Photos

Customize Settings in the Photos App

First thing to do is go to the View menu, and select Show Sidebar.  I think this makes it easier to see 

and navigate amongst your photos and albums.

Next, we want to add all the tools that are available in Edit mode.  Expand an individual photograph 

(double-click on it), and then click on the Edit button.  On the right hand side of your screen, you will 

see a list of all the editing tools.  We are going to add features to the Adjust section, so click on that 

button.
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Next click on the blue Add button in the upper right portion of your screen, put check marks next to 

all categories as shown below, and then finally select Save as Default.

3rd-Party Extensions

For those that have already upgraded to OSX “El Capitan”, you can now install 3rd-party extensions 

(plug-ins) to expand your enhancing capabilities while using Photos.  This is a new feature, so at the 

moment there aren’t many 3rd-party extensions available, but I suspect this will change rapidly.  For 

serious photographers interested in this extension feature, I’d suggest looking at extensions 

developed by Macphun.
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Editing and Enhancing Your Photographs

Basic (Easy) Adjustments

Apple has incorporated some very easy to use yet powerful sliders to quicken your editing process.

• Double-click a photo, then click the Edit button in the toolbar.

• Click the Adjust button .

Do any of the following:

• Drag the Light, Color, or Black & White slider until you are satisfied with the look of the photo. 

• Hold the pointer over any of the sliders until the Auto button appears, then click Auto.

Tip: To discard your changes and revert to the original settings, double-click any of the sliders.
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Make fine adjustments to photos

You can further fine-tune the adjustments you make to the Light, Color, and Black & White settings of 

a photo.  Go into Edit mode:

• Double-click a photo, then click Edit in the toolbar.

• Click the Adjust button .

Hold the pointer over the Light, Color, or Black & White slider, then click the down arrow  that 

appears to see detailed adjustments you can make.

These are the fine adjustments you can make:

Light adjustments

• Exposure:  Globally adjusts how light or dark the entire image is.

• Highlight:  Adjusts the highlight detail.
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• Shadows:  Adjusts the detail that appears in shadows.

• Brightness:  Adjusts the brightness of the darker areas of the photo.

• Contrast:  Adjusts the contrast (the difference between light and dark areas) of the photo.

• Black Point:  Sets the point at which the darkest parts of the image become completely black 

without any detail. Setting the black point can improve the contrast in a washed-out image.

Color adjustments

• SaturationAdjusts the photo’s overall color intensity.

• Contrast:  Adjusts the color contrast and separation between similar colors in the photo.

• Cast:  Adjusts and corrects for color cast in the photo.

Black & White adjustments

• Intensity:  Increases or decreases the intensity of the tones of the photo. 

• Neutrals:  Lightens or darkens the gray areas of the photo.

• Tone:  Adjusts the photo for a more high-contrast or low-contrast look.

• Grain:  Adjusts the amount of “film” grain that appears in the photo.

Other Basic Editing Tools
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Other tools available for editing your photos include:

• Enhance (auto enhance)

• Rotate

• Crop (and Straighten)

• Filters (apply pre-set enhancements to change the look of your photo)

• Adjust (see discussion above)

• Retouch (for removing blemishes on portraits)

• Red-eye

• Extensions (see discussion above)

Other Tools Available in the Adjust Section

Sharpen

The Sharpen adjustment changes photos by making edges crisper and better defined.  This is a very 

subtle adjustment.  You never want to add too much sharpening because it will introduce odd 

artifacts to edges, especially when zoomed in close.  With this tool, you have the following options:

• Intensity:  Adjusts the strength of the sharpened edges.

• Edges:   Sets the threshold for which groups of pixels are edges and which ones aren’t.

• Falloff:  Makes the sharpening effect look more or less prominent. Increasing the falloff value 

makes the sharpening more severe; decreasing it softens the effect.

Definition

You can change the definition settings of a photo to add contour and shape to photos as well as 

midtone definition and local contrast.  This tool can add more clarity to a photograph if it is a bit 

blurry or hazy.

Noise Reduction

Photos taken in low light may appear with a graininess or speckles, referred to as noise. You can 

reduce or eliminate noise in photos.

 �7



Vignette

You can change the look of a photo by darkening its edges with a vignette. The vignette changes the 

focal point of an image, emphasizing the center of the image. You can adjust the darkness and size of 

a vignette to create the look you want, and soften the vignette for a less dramatic effect.  Vignette 

options available include:

• Strength: Darkens or lightens the vignette.

• Radius: Changes the size of the vignette.

• Softness: Changes the opacity of the vignette, making it more or less pronounced.

White Balance

Sometimes photos may have an undesirable cast due to lighting conditions—for example, a photo 

may have a yellow or orange cast from the light fixtures in the location where the photo was taken. 

By changing white balance, you can adjust the white areas in a photo to remove the color cast and 

make them appear more white.

• Neutral Gray:  Balances the warmth of an image based on natural gray.  

Click the eyedropper in a neutral gray area in the photo to automatically adjust the gray areas 

of your photo.

• Skin Tone: Balances the warmth of an image based on skin tones.  

Click the eyedropper in a person’s skin in the photo to automatically adjust the skin tones of 

your photo.

• Temperature/Tint:  Balances the warmth of an image by adjusting color temperatures (blue-to-

yellow) and tint (green-to-magenta).  

Click the eyedropper in a neutral gray area in the photo to automatically adjust the 

temperature and tint of grays of your photo.

The Histogram and Levels

In photography, a histogram is a graphical representation of a photo’s “luminance” or brightness.  

The horizontal axis shows brightness, from pure black (black point) on the left to pure white (white 

point) on the right.  The vertical axis displays the number of pixels that have recorded light 

information for a given luminance or brightness level.
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An underexposed (too dark) photograph will have a histogram weighted to the left side:

An overexposed (too light) photograph will have a histogram weighted to the right side:

Many photographers look at the histogram to evaluate the “quality” of the exposure of a photo.  In 

general, a well-balanced photograph will have an even distribution across the horizontal axis of the 

histogram or perhaps a hump in the middle.  However, it is my belief that there is no such thing as a 

“bad” histogram.  It all depends on the subject matter and the desired effect of your photo.

You can adjust the levels in a photo to control the tonal range and contrast of the photo. You can 

adjust settings for the black point, shadows, midtones, highlights, and white point. You can also 

change the look of specific colors (red, green, and blue).
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If you would like to Auto-correct the levels of a photo, hold your pointer over the histogram at the 

bottom of the Adjust section, and click the Levels button (3 horizontal lines) at the top right. Choose 

Luminance, RGB, or the color you want to change, then click the Auto button.  The Levels button 

looks like this: 

If you want to manually adjust levels, drag the handles of the histogram to make the adjustments you 

want. 
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Black point:  Adjusts the point at which black areas become completely black (no detail can be seen).

White point: Adjusts the point at which white areas are completely white.

Shadows:  Adjusts the lightness or darkness of shadows to reveal the details you want.

Highlights:  Adjusts the highlights to the brightness you want.

Midtones:  Adjusts the lightness or darkness of midtone areas of the photo.

Change the color cast of a specific color in a photo: Hold your pointer over the histogram and click the 

Levels button at the top right, then choose the color you want to change. Drag the handles to adjust 

the brightness or darkness of that color in the photo.  

Change the histogram to display Luminance values (instead of RGB values): Hold your pointer over the 

histogram and click the Levels button at the top right, then choose Luminance. For example, you 

might want to change the histogram to luminance values when working with black and white 

photos. The histogram handles perform the same functions as when the RGB histogram appears.

Note: You can also drag the top handles of the level controls to change the range of adjustment. For 

example, to adjust only the lightest of highlights, move the top handle further to the right. To fine-

tune an adjustment, hold down the Option key and then drag the bottom handle. This moves both 

bottom and top handles in unison until you get the results you want.
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