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Love it or Hate it… 
The Pen tool has its followers and its opponents… but the 
reality of it is, you need to know how it works. And since it 
works the same in all the Adobe applications, it is something 
that at one point or another, you know you will need to 
know what it does and how it works.

Don’t Panic, it is just the Pen Tool!
As daunting as the Pen Tool seems, hopefully 
with this tutorial you will come to love the 
Pen Tool. When you do master the Pen Tool, 
it will show you a small heart next to the Pen 
Tool letting you know you have arrived. 
Well, sort of...

Learning the Pen Tool
Adobe has the same basic Pen Tool in its applications and 
they function the same. There are a few extra items that can 
be done with the Pen Tool depending on the application, but 
the basics remain the same. So once you learn the Pen Tool 
and how to draw path, it will work in the other Adobe 
applications in much the same way.

Stand Alone drawing Tools
Photoshop adds the Freeform Pen Tool, a tool that Illustrator 
and InDesign do not have.

However, Illustrator and InDesign have the Pencil Tool which 
looks different but does the exact same thing.

Pen Tool Shortcuts
The Pen Tool has 5 tools 
in one. Pen Tool, 
Freeform Pen Tool, Add 
Anchor Point, Delete 
Anchor Point and 
Convert Point Tool.

The shortcut for the Pen Tool is P.

Using the COMMAND or OPTION keys allows you to select 
between the tools instead of choosing them from the Tool 
Bar each time you want to use one.

Select the right tool option when drawing paths

1. Draw a Path
2. Draw a Shape Layer
3. Draw and fi ll with Pixels

Using Paths for selections
Paths are a way to quickly and accurately create an outline 
around an object or image. It is faster than using any of the 
selection tools and easier to edit a path than try to edit a 
selection.

In this example, there are many 
intricate pieces that need to be 
selected and a path is the easiest 
way to do that, especially the round 
holes of the reel which can be 
drawn using the circle shape tool.

Work Paths
Once a path is drawn, the Path will 
appear in the Path Panel 
(Window>Paths). The new path will 
appear named “Work Path”. The 
Work Path only exists when you are 
editing that path, once you begin to 
draw a new path this path will go 
away.

Save a Work Path
Once you draw the path, save it so 
that you don’t draw another path 
and have this one disappear.

Double-click on the path to save the path. 
Once the path is named, it is saved. 

Path preferences
Path preferences can be set under the Path 
drop down menu. Choose Panel options 
to set the size of the path thumbnail. 

Selecting a Path
A Path in the Path Panel can be 
selected by clicking on it. 

Move a Path
To move a path it has to be selected in the Path Panel, choose 
the Path Selection tool. You can copy, move or transform a 
path. All the points on the path will be solid.

Move points on a Path
To move points on a path, choose the Direct Selection Tool 
and select the path. The point on the path will be hollow. Only 
the points selected by the Direct Selection Tool will move.1. 2. 3.
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Drawing a straight line
The easiest way to draw a straight line, either vertical, 
horizontal or at a 45° angle is to hold the SHIFT key down 
when drawing a line.

Even if you are using the Pen tool, click a point then hold 
SHIFT and click another point in the direction you want the 
line. It will constrain the line to be a straight line.

Click to create points, each point will 
create a straight connecting line.

Click and PULL to create points
with (bezier) handles that will 
form curved lines.

With the pen tool, hover over an existing 
line segment and the cursor will 
automatically change to the 
ADD Anchor Point Tool.

With the pen tool, hover over an existing point 
and the cursor will automatically change to the 
DELETE Anchor Point Tool.

In Photoshop you can control the Auto
Add/Delete feature in the Control Bar

To select and move a point, hold down the 
COMMAND key and the pen tool will change 
to the DIRECT SELECTION Tool.

To MAKE handles from a point that has 
none, hold down the OPTION key; the pen 
tool will change to the CONVERT Anchor 
Tool. Click on the point and pull. 

To select and move a handle, hold down 
the COMMAND key and the pen tool will 
change to the DIRECT SELECTION Tool. Click 
on the handle and pull or rotate. 

To REMOVE handles from a point, hold 
down the OPTION key; the pen tool will 
change to the CONVERT Anchor Tool. Click 
on the point, the handles go away.

A selected point is SOLID.

A non-selected point is HOLLOW.

To create a C-shaped curve, drag in a 
direction opposite to the previous 
direction line. 

To create an S-shaped curve, create a 
C-curve then drag in the same direction 
as the previous direction line.

Press Option to split direction 
lines while dragging, and 
swing direction line.

Straight line followed by a Curve
To set the slope of the curved segment 
you’ll create next, click the anchor 
point again, and drag the direction line 
that appears. 

In Photoshop, a small diagonal line, or slash, 
appears next to the Pen tool. 

Click and the resulting curve will 
be in the same direction you 
pulled the last point from.

Curve followed by a Straight Line
Position the Pen tool over the selected 
endpoint. A convert-point icon appears 
next to the Pen tool when it is positioned 
correctly. 

Click the anchor point to convert 
the smooth point to a corner point.

Reposition the Pen tool where you want 
the straight segment to end, and click 
to complete the straight segment.

automatically change to the 

and the cursor will automatically change to the 

OPTION

CLICK POINT
AGAIN
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Draw two curved segments connected 
by a corner
Using the Pen tool, create a C-shaped curve.

When you create the second smooth 
point, press and hold OPTION, click 
on the second point again and drag the 
direction line in the direction you want
 the curve to appear.

OPTION+DRAG CONVERTS the smooth 
point to a corner point by splitting the 
direction lines.

Reposition the Pen tool where you 
want the second curved segment to end, and drag a new 
smooth point to complete the second curved segment. 

OPTION+CLICK ON THE LAST 
POINT DRAWN creates a corner point 
with no direction split associated with it 
and can be used to create a straight line 
segment from that point.

Join 2 end points or 2 open paths
Select the paths and make them active.

Click on one end of a path with the Pen tool. The Pen 
has the Convert Anchor Point symbol next to it.

Click on another end point and the Pen tool will show 
the merge path icon and it will connect your path.

Finish drawing a path
To close a path, position the Pen tool over the fi rst anchor 
point drawn in that shape. A small circle appears next to 
the Pen tool pointer when it is positioned correctly. Click 
or drag to close the path.

To leave a path open or to end drawing and object, 
COMMAND + CLICK anywhere away from the path.

Why does my point sometimes have handles an 
sometimes not?
Or why does it not have handles? Or why does it have only 
one handle?  Why, Why, Why?

Using the Direct Selection Tool, drag over a SINGLE point: 

-  If it is solid and no handles appear, there are no handles.

-  If only one handle appears, it is a smooth to straight corner.

Using the Direct Selection Tool, drag over a SINGLE line 
segment: 

- If handles appear, those handles indicate that line segment

- If no handles appear, the points are corner points

Drawing the Perfect Curve

The 50 % rule®
After exhaustive searching I was unable to fi nd a concise, easy 
to understand way to defi ne how to make the pen tool work 
the way you want it to work. So I call this my 50% rule and 
here is how it can work for you.

Sizing up the points of transition
To understand how to use the 50% rule, you’ll need to look at 
the object you are drawing or tracing and determine where 
the line changes direction, either on a curve or on a corner.

Setting up the curves
Drawing guides on the vertical and horizontal axis of the 
points illustrates how the 50% rule works. (You don’t need to 
draw guides to make this works, it just makes it easier to 
understand.)

Pulling the handles to beautiful curves
By pulling the handles on the points of a curve to the 50% point 
between the point, this will create a perfect curve every time.

OPTION

OPTION
+ CLICK

corner

curve direction change

curve direction change

curve direction transition

Pull the handles 
to 50% between 

the points.
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Adding multiple paths, knocking out paths.
Using the Pen Tool to draw a path yields a single path in the 
Path Panel. To control actions, choose one of the icons in the 
Control Bar when the pen tool is active.

1. Add to Path
2. Subtract from Path
3. Intersect Path Areas
4. Exclude Overlapping Paths

Paths Thumbnail
The thumbnail icon in the Path Panel will show 
the action of the paths, if they are overlapping 
or intersecting.

You can select the paths after they are drawn 
and then apply an action to them.

Combine Paths
Paths can be combined into one path after they are drawn. 
Select the over 
lapping or 
touching paths 
then click the 
Combine button in the Control bar.

Draw Using the Shape Tools
The Shape tools are all just paths, 
but in a predefi ned shape for you 
already. All the paths can be edited 
with the pen tool just like any path 
created.

Click on the Custom Shape Tool to access the entire set of  
predefi ned shape tools.

Creating Shape Layers
Shape Layers are 
Fill Layers that are 
masked by a Path 
(a vector mask). 
The fi ll layers are 
one color and the path defi nes what shows and what hides on 
that layer. The Path (the mask) on these layers is edited just like 
any path created in Photoshop.

To edit the color of the shape layer, double-click on the fi ll 
thumbnail to access the color picker and choose a new color. 

Or you can click on the color rectangle in the control bar to 
change the color of the selected Shape Layer

Creating Shape Layers from a Path
If you have a path previously drawn, you can make a mask 
from the path without drawing another path or shape. 

Select New Fill Layer from the Layers Menu WHILE the path is 
active in the Paths Panel. A new Shape Layer will appear with 
the active Path as the mask.

OR select New Fill Layer from the Layers Menu. Activate the 
path in the Paths Panel. Click the New Layer Mask icon at the 
bottom of the layers panel and it will add BOTH a raster mask 
(fi lled with white) and the vector mask.

Importing Paths
Paths from Illustrator can 
be copied and pasted into 
Photoshop as a Shape 
Layer. Copy the path, go 
to Photoshop and paste; 
a dialogue box will come 
up asking what type of 
paste you want to 
perform. Choose Shape Layer (if that is what you want) and it 
will paste it in.

Printing Paths as Vector!
Yes, Photoshop prints vector, YES really! Any type or shape 
layers that are created in Photoshop will print as vector NOT as 
raster IF you follow these simple rules:

-  Print directly from a Layered Photoshop fi le. Don’t fl atten it or 
it will rasterize.

–  Save it as a Photoshop PDF or print to a PDF to retain the 
vector.

If there is vector to Print, in the 
Print dialogue box there will be 
a check box to include vector 
data... and it will print as vector!

1. 2. 3. 4.


