
Navigation
Learning how to get around in SketchUp is as important a skill 
to develop as learning how to make things. Practice navigating 

3D space first and making things will be easier.
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One of the most dificult parts of learning 

SketchUp is the need to develop two sets of 

skills at once. While you learn to create objects 

with the drawing tools you also need to learn how 

to navigate in the SketchUp world. In time you 

won’t need to think about it, but in the beginning 

you need to think about when and how to zoom, 

pan and orbit around your model.

It is essential to develop these skills, and if you 

struggle with navigation while you learn to draw, 

spend some time with someone else’s model for 

practice. Before you begin exploring, let’s take 

a few minutes to explain what is happening on 

your screen. The rules in SketchUp aren’t quite 

the same as on planet Earth, although they are 

similar. First of all, in SketchUp the world really 

is flat.

We’re Not in Kansas Anymore
When you open a new file in SketchUp, you see 

a dark flat area on your screen. This is called the 

Ground Plane and it is perfectly flat and goes on 

forever. You will also see red, green and blue lines. 

Each line is an axis that represents a direction and 

continues on to infinity. Each axis is at a right 

angle to the other two, even though your point of 

▶ Pay attention 
to the position 
of the 3 colored 
axes. Adjust your 
point of view so 
that you (and 
the program) can 
clearly see what 
you are doing.

Orbit changes the 
position of the camera. 
Hold down the scroll 
wheel on the mouse 
and drag to orbit.

Blue axis

Green axis

Red axis
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view might make you think differently. The blue 

axis is up and down, and the red and green axes 

are directions on the ground. In real life we might 

call them right and left and forward and back. Or 

we could call them North/South and East/West. 

Because you can change your point of  view in 

SketchUp, our real life names become confusing as 

we orbit, zoom and pan. Directions in SketchUp 

are referred to by the axis colors. If  you draw or 

move parallel to the red axis, you are drawing in 

the red direction. In the three-dimensional real 

life world, our two eyes and brain perform with-

out thinking to let us know what is near or far. In 

SketchUp, that isn’t always obvious and it takes 

some practice for our brain and eyes to get used to 

what we see on screen. If  something doesn’t behave 

the way we think it should, the problem is almost 

always in the way we are looking at it. 

When we navigate in SketchUp it appears as 

if the world is spinning around. The view that 

appears on screen is like an image from a camera, 

and it is not the world, but the camera that moves 

around. In real life we switch our point of view 

without thinking. In SketchUp, there are three 

ways to change what we see: Orbit, Zoom and 

Pan and there is a specific tool for each of these 

tasks. It takes time and practice to learn to use 

the tools, and that can be a challenge. Eventually 

you will come to a point where you can navigate 

around a model by instinct. When you know how 

to use the navigation tools (and some quick ways 

out if you get lost) you will be a better modeler.

One of the good things about the navigation 

commands is that they are transparent; they can 

be used in the middle of other operations. If you 

need to zoom in or orbit around to click on a 

specific point while modeling, you can. Don’t be 

afraid to change your point of view to get some-

thing accomplished.

As with nearly everything else in SketchUp, 

there are several ways to use the tools to get 

around. There are commands under the Camera 

menu and icons on the Toolbar, as well as key-

board shortcuts. These are the slow ways. The 

quick and easy way to navigate is with the scroll 

wheel of a three-button mouse and the Shift key. 

If you learn this method first, navigating in your 

model will soon become second nature.

◀ it may look like the 
world spins around, 
but what you see 
onscreen is an image 
from the camera.

▲ When you Zoom, Pan 
or Orbit you change 
the position of the 
camera.
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Open the SketchUp model on the disc titled 

“NavigationPractice.skp” and follow along, or 

download it from the 3D Warehouse. The 3D 

Warehouse is an online repository of SketchUp 

models and you can access it from within 

SketchUp if your computer is connected to the 

Internet. We’ll explore more later on. For now, 

open a new SketchUp model, go to the File menu 

and select 3D Warehouse/Get Models. Type Bob 
Lang Navigation Practice in the Search Box. When 

the model is found, click on Download Model. A 

box will appear asking you if you want to load the 

model directly into your SketchUp Model.

Select Yes and the model should appear on 

your screen. It’s automatically connected to the 

Move tool. Simply click near the intersection of 

the three colored axes and click to place it in view. 

After you click, you will see some blue lines sur-

rounding the colored objects. Place the cursor 

over any of them, right-click with your mouse and 

select Explode from the menu. Now you will see 

▶ You can 
access the 
Navigation 
Practice 
model via 
the File 
menu.

▶ Download this model into a new SketchUp file.

click on image below to play viDeO  ▶  download a model from the 3d warehouse
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blue lines forming a box around each object. Click 

out in empty space and the blue lines will disap-

pear. Now we can practice getting around objects 

in a SketchUp model. Follow along with this chap-

ter, and when you’re through spend some time 

exploring each of the objects in the model. Make 

sure to look above, below and behind each of them 

– there are some surprises to discover. 

Use the Mouse to get Around
Zoom (as well as the other navigation commands) 

is centered on the cursor location. If you want to 

zoom in on a specific part of the model, place the 

cursor over the object you want a closer look at 

before you start. Zoom slows down or may not 

work at all if the cursor is over an empty space in 

the model. The easiest way to zoom is with the 

scroll wheel on the mouse. Rolling the wheel up 

(toward the screen) zooms in and rolling the wheel 

down zooms out. You can also use the Zoom tool 

from the Toolbar, but that is slower than scroll 

wheel zooming. 

The Zoom tool gives you more options, and 

you can start the tool by tapping the Z key on the 

keyboard, or you can select the Magnifying Glass 

icon from the toolbar, or select the word Zoom 

from the list in the Camera menu. To zoom with 

the Zoom tool, hold down the left mouse button 

and drag the cursor to zoom. Dragging up moves 

in, dragging down moves out. Right-click to open 

▼ Keep the cursor over an object as you zoom, orbit 
and pan.

▶ Place the cursor on what you want to see and use 
the scroll wheel to zoom.
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the zoom pop-up menu with options to Orbit, 

Pan, Zoom Window or Zoom Extents. The 

Navigation Tools can also be found on the Camera 

toolbar, but this is a slow way to reach them. 

As you learn to get around in SketchUp, 

remember to use the scroll wheel on the mouse to 

Zoom and Orbit, and to keep the cursor over the 

object you want to see. Orbit changes your point 

of view, and lets you to look under, over, around 

or behind things. The easiest way to Orbit is to 

hold down the scroll wheel of the mouse, and drag 

the cursor either horizontally or vertically. Orbit 

is also centered on the cursor, if you want to see 

what is behind something, place the cursor on it, 

then push the scroll wheel down to orbit. If you 

need to orbit further, let go of the scroll wheel, and 

return the cursor to the object. 

Moving the cursor in different directions 

changes the camera position and your point of 

view. Orbit tries to maintain the vertical orienta-

tion of objects. Hold down the CTRL key while 

you orbit to disable “gravity”. Otherwise SketchUp 

will keep vertical lines in position. You can also 

engage the Orbit tool by clicking the icon on the 

toolbar, typing the letter O or selecting Orbit from 

the Camera menu. With this method you hold 

down the left mouse button while you drag the 

cursor. A right-click when the Orbit tool is active 

opens the same pop up menu as the Zoom tool.

Pan moves the point of view of the camera up 

and down or side to side. The easy way to Pan is 

to hold down the Shift key while in the Orbit com-

mand. This works whether you are orbiting with 

the scroll wheel held down, or with the Orbit tool. 

You can also Pan by typing the letter H, clicking 

the hand icon on the toolbar, or selecting the word 

Pan from the Camera Menu. 

▶ Drag down with the 
orbit tool to see 
from above. 

▶ Hold down the Shift key while you orbit to pan.

Keep the cursor 
centered on what 
you want to see.




