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EXPLORE IDENTITY THROUGH PHOTOSHOP SELF-PORTRAITS 
 
In this strategy, you will create a self-portrait using Photoshop that shows 
aspects of who you are that others might not know about you, or might be 
surprised by. 
 
Through the use of the masking tool in Photoshop you will create a  highly 
personal creative expression of your identity. You will also use the 
gradient tool to explore the various tones of your own skin and what that 
means for how you see yourself and how society sees you. 
 
 

Supporting tools and resources 

● Student Sample  
● Student Sample (2) 
● Student Sample (3) 
● Rubric  

● Learn about Adobe Photoshop 
● Learn about Adobe Spark Post 
● Guidance for using Adobe Photoshop 

 

Student steps 

1  (30-60 min) Through class discussion and teacher-provided activities, you will explore the concept of 
identity to deepen your understanding of self-perception and  how others perceive you.  You will explore 
the many converging facets of your identity on a journey to the center of the self.  

Are we who we say we are, or who society says we are? Are a person’s cells “us” - and are they still us if 
they live on long after our death? (The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks) Can a change of costume change 
a person’s way of thinking? Are you an introvert, or extrovert? 

2  (30 min) Analyze how people misconceive of  who you are and about the differences between 
self-identification and societal identification by completing this form and sharing in a class discussion. 
Add additional notes or make revisions to the form as the discussion reveals more or your thinking. 

3  (20 min) Explore this website: Agélica Daas: Humanae Project and read this article: Can Minority Artists 
Just be Artists? to see how art can be used as a means to communicate ideas about identity. 

4  (10 min) Because this is a longer project, review and analyze the rubric and student examples with your 
teacher so you are clear about where you are headed. 

 

5  (2-4 hrs) Create a self-portrait in Photoshop that shows aspects of who you are that others might not 
know about you or might be surprised by.   
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https://drive.google.com/file/d/11_qwkNBq9te_6fP2zeisUIW6uG37g7rW/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/17HwQA0PfzzauvZuC-TYySCLsuKXC3AYb/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1vbscwkPdaHgMPTSkI4tyLaUFg_GONE9D/view
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1tPzSyUf0tTQpSav50oC1904TDNpBhUUBxzdLXpasVME/edit#heading=h.o2k60icw2ltq
https://helpx.adobe.com/support/photoshop.html
https://spark.adobe.com/ex/edu/
https://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/henriettalacks/immortal-life-of-henrietta-lacks.html
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1qHqkf5MOLgX3t5JXQrlCIF3Ms4bfzlnuOJR9rJr4vMg/edit?usp=sharing
https://www.angelicadass.com/humanae-project
https://www.kqed.org/arts/11514312/can-minority-artists-just-be-artists
https://www.kqed.org/arts/11514312/can-minority-artists-just-be-artists
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For guidance on using Photoshop, follow these steps. 

6  Share your Photoshop portrait  as directed by your instructor. 

 

Rubric  

Critical thinking: 
your position 

The specific position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis) is imaginative and takes into 
account the complexities of an issue. The work acknowledges the limits of a personal 
position (perspective, thesis/hypothesis) are acknowledged and synthesizes others' 
points of view. 

Creativity: 
connections 

The work transforms ideas or solutions into new forms. 

Visual design  The work effectively uses graphic design principles like emphasis, contrast, balance, 
alignment, proximity, color, proportion, and consistency to communicate a message 
and direct the audience’s attention 

● Color and texture:  What color palette visually says who you are as a person? 
How do the colors in each masked area work with the other colors in other 
areas?  Are they harmonious or do they clash?  Do parts of your personality clash, 
or do you often seek balance? How can color tell your unique story of who you 
are? How can the various textures work together to show your identity in the 
same way that color does? 

● Thinking Descriptively with Images:  What images best communicate who you 
are? What are the key elements that you want to express to your audience? 
What parts of you are hidden and what do you show to others.  How do you 
convey  that hidden or out-in-the-open quality in the images you choose? For 
example, if you like to hike, is the forest that you choose sunny and bright, or 
foggy and moody? 

 
 

Guidance for using Adobe Photoshop 
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1  To start a new project: Take a 
picture of yourself that includes 
your hair, face, and shoulders.  You 
will be concentrating on replacing 
the shapes in the photo, so don’t 
worry about the details of how you 
look. 

 

2  To begin a new project: Open your 
photo with Adobe Photoshop by 
right clicking on the photo on your 
desktop and selecting “Open with 
Photoshop.” This ensures that your 
canvas is the same size as your 
photo. 

 

3  Use the “Quick Select” or “Lasso 
tool” to select one portion of your 
portrait such as your face, hair, 
shirt or background.  
 
You can find a tutorial about how 
to make selections here. 
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https://helpx.adobe.com/photoshop/how-to/selection-tools-basics.html?playlist=/services/playlist.helpx/products:SG_PHOTOSHOP_1_1/learn-path:get-started/set-header:ccx-designer/playlist:ccl-get-started-1/en_us.json&ref=helpx.adobe.com
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4  Save your selection and rename it 
hair, face, shirt or background by 
selecting “Select” > “Save 
Selection.” 

 

5  Drag an image that visually 
represents an aspect of who you 
are into your photoshop project.  
 
Size it by dragging on the outside 
little boxes seen around the edge of 
your image.   
 
Make sure it is large enough to 
cover the selected area on your 
portrait. 

 

6  Double click on the image to place 
it in the project.   
 
You will now see it on its own layer 
on the right hand layer panel above 
the layer that has the portrait of 
you. 
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7  Load the selection back in so you 
see the marching ants on the 
screen in the shape of your hair, 
face, shirt or background.  
 
Use the pop-up menu to choose the 
selection by clicking “Select” > 
“Load Selection.” 

 

8  Use the pop-up menu to choose the 
selection. 

 

9  Click on the top layer to make sure 
it  is selected. It will appear in grey. 
Choose the make mask layer.   
 
For more on using mask layers, 
watch this selection and mask 
tutorial. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sYt23sAPP50
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sYt23sAPP50
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10  You will now see a mask next to 
your top image in the layer panel 
on the right hand side of your 
screen. Click the link button that 
appears between the thumbnail of 
your image and the black and white 
thumbnail of your mask.   

 

11  Click on your image thumbnail to 
make sure it is selected. You will 
see white corners around the 
thumbnail.  Click on the move tool, 
the upper most tool in the tool 
panel on the left side of the screen. 
You can now reposition the image 
to your liking within the masked 
area. 

 

12  Continue choosing images for your 
masked areas  that represent who 
you are.  In this example, the artist 
loves nature and hiking, so choose 
a forest for the hair.  She also likes 
weaving and knitting arts, so chose 
colorful yarn that speaks to her as 
an artist for her T-shirt.  
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  Repeat the instructions for how to 
create a mask for each area of the 
photo. Leave the face section for a 
different technique.  You will be 
filling that area with color. 
Consider how the color and texture 
of each section of your portrait 
works with the other sections to 
create the overall image. 
 

 

13  Adjust the brightness and contrast 
of each section to make the image 
look more cohesive. You can do so 
by selecting “Image” > 
“Adjustments” > 
“Brightness/Contrast.” 

 

14  Click on the gradient tool in the 
tool pane on the left side of the 
screen. 
 
 
Click on the gradient color bar in 
the navigation bar at the top of the 
screen 
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15  In the gradient editor, choose two to 
three different skin tones from the 
photo using the eyedropper tool, one 
dark,  and one light and perhaps a 
mid-tone.   
 
You can find a tutorial on how to use 
the gradient tool here. 
 

 
 

16  Create a new layer using the layers 
panel menu. 

 

17  Load the face selection you created 
earlier or make a selection of the 
face now. “Select” > “Load Selection.” 

 

18  Drag the gradient tool across the 
face to create your gradient.  You 
can drag in whatever direction you 
desire to get the effect you want. 
Make sure you are in the new layer 
before dragging your gradient tool 
across. 
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Faf3cUZ7fcw
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19  Using the eraser tool clean up any 
areas where the outside line of the 
face might be jagged. Repeat the 
gradient tool steps for the neck, if 
needed, using a new layer for the 
neck. 

 

20  Overlap the neck selection over the 
chin line to ensure you get full 
coverage with the gradient tool. 
After you have filled in the gradient, 
move the neck layer under the face 
layer. 

 

21  To extend this project:  Add text to 
the face layer to add interest and 
more information about who you 
are.  You can include a poem about 
identity, words that describe who 
you are or a quote that you identify 
with.  
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https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/

