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INTRODUCTION: THE ESSENTIAL
SKILL OF CAPTURING YOUR MAC
SCREEN

Knowing how do you do a screenshot
on a Mac is one of those foundational
skills  that  transforms  how  you  work,
share information, and solve problems.
Whether  you  need  to  capture  a  fleeting
error message to send to tech support,
save a beautiful image from a website,
create  a  step-by-step  tutorial  for  a
colleague,  or  simply  preserve  an
important conversation, screen captures
are  indispensable.  For  new  Mac  users
switching  from  Windows,  the  process
can feel unfamiliar. For seasoned users,
there are always hidden shortcuts and
advanced  features  wait ing  to  be
discovered.
Apple  has  built  a  robust,  flexible
screenshot system directly into macOS,
evolving it  over  the years to be more
powerful  and  intuitive.  Beyond  the
classic  keyboard  shortcuts,  modern
macOS  versions  (Mojave  and  later)
include a dedicated Screenshot Toolbar
that puts every capture option at your
fingertips.  In  this  comprehensive  guide,
we will  explore every method to do a
screenshot  on  a  Mac ,  from  the
qu i ckes t  key  comb ina t i ons  to
sophisticated timing and editing options.
You’ll learn not just the “how,” but also
the “where” and “what next,” so you can

become a screen capture pro in no time.

METHOD 1: USING KEYBOARD
SHORTCUTS (THE FASTEST WAY)

For  most  users,  the  quickest  way  to
capture the screen is through keyboard
shortcuts.  These  have  been  part  of
macOS for decades and remain the most
efficient  method.  There  are  three
primary shortcuts, each designed for a
different type of capture.

Capture the
Entire Screen:
Command (⌘) +
Shift + 3
This is the simplest screenshot on a Mac.
Press  Command  (⌘)  +  Shift  +  3
simultaneously.  You’ll  hear  a  camera
shutter sound (make sure your system
volume is on),  and a thumbnail  of the
screenshot will appear in the lower-right
corner of your screen for a few seconds.
You can click this thumbnail to open it in
Quick  Look  for  immediate  editing,  or
ignore  it  and  the  file  will  save
automatically. By default, the screenshot
is  saved  as  a  PNG  file  on  your  desktop
wi th  a  name  l i ke  “Sc reen  Shot
2025-03-27  at  3.42.15  PM.”
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Capture a
Selected Portion:
Command (⌘) +

Shift + 4
When  you  only  need  a  specific  part  of
the  screen,  this  is  the  go-to  shortcut.
Press  Command  +  Shift  +  4.  Your
cursor  will  turn  into  a  crosshair  with
coordinates. Click and drag to select the
area you want to capture, then release
the mouse or trackpad button. A preview
thumbnail appears, and the image saves
to your desktop.
While dragging, you can hold down the
following keys to refine your selection:

Space bar: Locks the shape of the
selection so you can move it
around the screen before
releasing.
Shift: Constrains the selection to
a square or changes the direction
of expansion.
Option: Allows you to resize the
selection from its center instead of
from an edge.

To cancel a capture at any point before
releasing the mouse, press the Escape
(Esc) key.

Capture a
Specific Window
or Object:

Command +
Shift + 4, then
Space Bar
This is a fantastic trick for capturing a
single  window,  a  menu,  the  Dock,  or
even  a  widget  without  including  the
surrounding desktop.  Start  by pressing
Command + Shift + 4 – you’ll see the
crosshair.  Now,  immediately  press  the
Space bar. The crosshair changes to a
small  camera  icon.  Move  the  camera
over the window or object you want to
capture;  it  will  be  highlighted  in  blue.
Click once, and a screenshot of just that
element is saved, complete with a soft
drop shadow (which you can optionally
disable – more on that later).
This  method  is  perfect  for  clean
documentation,  sharing  a  specific
application interface, or capturing a pop-
up menu.

Copy a
Screenshot to
the Clipboard
What  if  you  don’t  want  a  file  saved  to
your desktop, but instead want to paste
the screenshot directly into a document,
email,  or  image  editor?  Just  add  the
Control (⌃) key to any of the shortcuts
above. For example:

⌘ + ⌃ + Shift + 3 – copies the
entire screen to the clipboard.
⌘ + ⌃ + Shift + 4 – copies a
selection to the clipboard.
⌘ + ⌃ + Shift + 4, then Space –
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copies a specific window to the
clipboard.

After using these, simply press ⌘ + V to
paste the image wherever you need it.

METHOD 2: THE SCREENSHOT
TOOLBAR (MACOS MOJAVE AND
LATER)

Starting  with  macOS  Mojave,  Apple
introduced the Screenshot app (formally
called  “Screenshot”  but  functionally  a
toolbar).  This  unified  tool  brings  all
capture  modes  together  with  a  visual
interface and settings. To open it, press
Command + Shift + 5. A small floating
toolbar appears at  the bottom of  your
screen  with  five  capture  options  and  a
“Options”  button.

Toolbar Options
Explained
The toolbar from left to right offers:

Capture Entire Screen: Same as1.
⌘+Shift+3 but initiated from the
toolbar.
Capture Selected Window: Click2.
this, then click the window you
want.
Capture Selected Portion: Click3.
this, then drag a rectangle on the
screen.
Record Entire Screen: Starts a4.
screen recording (video, not still).
Record Selected Portion:5.
Records a defined area of the
screen.

Click  the  Options  button  to  reveal
powerful settings, including:

Save to: Choose where
screenshots are saved (Desktop,

Documents, Clipboard, Mail,
Messages, Preview, or a custom
folder).
Timer: Set a 5 or 10-second delay
before capture – perfect for
capturing menus that disappear
when you press a key, or for
including your mouse cursor in the
action.
Show Floating Thumbnail:
Toggle this on or off (the small
preview that appears after
capturing).
Show Mouse Pointer: Include or
exclude the cursor in your
screenshots.

Using  the  Screenshot  Toolbar  is
especially helpful for users who prefer a
visual  interface  over  memorizing
keyboard  shortcuts,  or  for  those  who
need to adjust settings frequently.

METHOD 3: USING THE GRAB
UTILITY (CLASSIC MACOS)

Before  the  Screenshot  Toolbar,  there
was the Grab application. It still exists in
older macOS versions and in the Utilities
folder  of  modern  systems,  though  it's
largely  superseded.  To  open  it,  go  to
Finder > Applications > Utilities > Grab
(or search with Spotlight).
Grab  offers  similar  capture  modes
(Selection,  Window,  Screen,  Timed
Screen) but with a few unique features:

Timed Screen: You can set a 10-
second timer, which is useful for
capturing situations where you
need to set up the screen after
pressing the button.
It saves files in TIFF format by
default.
It does not show a floating
thumbnail; captures go directly to
a new window where you can save
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them manually.

For  most  users  today,  the  built-in
keyboard  shortcuts  or  the  Screenshot
Toolbar are more convenient. However,
Grab  can  be  handy  if  you  need  to
capture  a  screenshot  without  any
desktop icons lingering (the toolbar can
sometimes be intrusive).

METHOD 4: USING PREVIEW FOR
PARTIAL SCREENSHOTS

Another lesser-known method to take a
screenshot on a Mac  is  through the
Preview  application.  Open  Preview,
then go to the menu bar: File > Take
Screenshot.  From  there,  you  can
choose  “From  Selection,”  “From
Window,” or “From Entire Screen.” This
launches  the  same crosshair  mode  as
keyboard  shortcuts,  but  within  the
Preview  interface.  After  capturing,  the
image opens directly in Preview, ready
for you to edit, annotate, or save.
This method is particularly useful if you
want  to  capture  a  screenshot  and
immediately  edit  it  with  Preview’s
powerful annotation tools (text, shapes,
signatures,  color  adjustments)  without
having to open the saved file separately.

METHOD 5: SCREENSHOT ON
MACBOOK PRO WITH TOUCH BAR

If you own a MacBook Pro with the Touch
Bar, you can add a screenshot button to
the  Control  Str ip.  Go  to  System
Settings (or System Preferences) >
Keyboard > Customize Control Strip.
Drag the “Screenshot” button onto the
Touch Bar. Now, with a simple tap, you
can  access  the  Screenshot  Toolbar  or
use the Touch Bar to capture the entire
screen, a selection, or a window. This is
a tactile and quick alternative for those
who prefer  not to remember keyboard

shortcuts.

WHERE DO SCREENSHOTS SAVE?
CHANGING THE DEFAULT
LOCATION

By  default,  screenshots  taken  via
keyboard  shortcuts  or  the  Screenshot
Toolbar  (without  changing options)  are
saved  to  your  Desktop  with  filenames
like “Screen Shot [date] at [time].png”.
Over  time,  your  desktop  can  become
cluttered. You have two ways to change
the default location:

Using the Screenshot Toolbar:1.
Press ⌘+Shift+5, click “Options,”
and under “Save to,” choose a
new folder such as “Documents”
or create a dedicated
“Screenshots” folder.
Using Terminal (for advanced2.
users): You can use the `defaults
write` command to change the
location permanently, but the first
method is sufficient for most
users.

If  you  use  the  clipboard  copy  method
(with Control key), no file is saved at all –
it’s only in your clipboard.

EDITING AND MARKING UP YOUR
SCREENSHOTS IMMEDIATELY

Once you’ve captured a screenshot, the
floating  thumbnail  that  appears  in  the
bottom-right corner (if enabled) is your
gateway to quick edits. Click it, and the
screenshot opens in a markup window
where you can:

Add text, arrows, circles,
rectangles, and other shapes.
Use the built-in signature tool to
sign documents.
Crop, rotate, or resize the image.
Highlight or magnify areas.
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Share directly to Mail, Messages,
AirDrop, or other apps.

If  you  miss  the  thumbnail,  you  can
always  open  the  saved  screenshot  file
and press the Space bar to Quick Look
it, then click the Markup icon (a pencil
tip  in  a  circle)  in  the top-right  corner.
Alternatively, open it in Preview for more
advanced editing.

PRO TIPS AND HIDDEN TRICKS
FOR MAC SCREENSHOTS

Master the basics, and then level up with
these advanced techniques:

Disabling the
Window Shadow
When  capturing  a  specific  window
(⌘+Shift+4, then Space), macOS adds a
soft drop shadow. To capture the window
without the shadow, hold down the


