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Introduction 

 

 

Welcome to "On Target Photo Training - Volume 2. The most important thing to keep foremost 
in your thoughts now is that YOU can take better photos and (by the way), as you continue to 
get to know your camera, you will make even more progress!  It's NOT rocket science.  
 
Here's a brief recap of Volume 1 … 
 
Last month we discussed how quickly your photography will improve by the simple use of a 
notebook. I hope you've started one. If you have, I'm certain you've had some pretty interesting 
insights over the last month. Don't forget to „pre-visualize‟ your photos before shooting, thinking 
about the composition, the lighting and the background and trying to get it right, through the 
lens (“TTL”, as they say). Note these details in your notebook. 
 
We also covered how easy it is to improve our photography 
by simply saying the word "BASE" - out loud before each 
shot.  
 
B-A-S-E in a mnemonic to help us remember to: 
 
B…Background. In our view finder we need to scan all four 
corners as well as the middle looking for items in the 
background that have the potential to ruin our photograph. 
 
Look for miscellaneous rubbish on the ground, people 
walking by, kids playing, or traffic. Watch for items that may 
appear to be far away but will appear in sharp focus - ruining 
the shot.  i.e. tree branches that will appear to be coming out 
of our subject‟s head. 
 
A…Action. Is whatever we are photographing filling the 
frame? I'm constantly seeing people take pictures of their 
dogs, only to have it turn out to be an unrecognizable little 
black speck off in the corner of the photo.  
 
Make sure you fill the frame with your subject, but at the same time, make sure you don't get 
so close that you are cutting them off - unless that was your intention. 
 
Eventually we all shoot photos where a persons head is cut off or half of someone's body is 
going off of the side of the frame. There just isn't any way to fix them later. 
 
Make sure the important parts of your action are in focus.  
 

A non-descript photo without any 
real focal point of interest 
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S…Shutter. Give some thought to your shutter 
speed. First, make sure it is at the proper speed to 
get a correct exposure. It's very easy to forget to 
change the settings from your last session. It could 
easily ruin your photos. Next make sure the shutter 
is set at a speed appropriate to the CREATIVE 
vision you have. We will discuss this further later in 
this lesson. 
 
E…Eye. The aperture (f-stop) setting is the eye of 
the camera. Make sure it is at the appropriate 
setting to get the proper exposure AND at the 
proper setting to get the correct CREATIVE 
exposure. There will be more on that in next 
month's lesson. 
 
I hope you have been forcing yourself to say the 
word BASE out loud before each shot AND going 
through the checks. It may seem silly and time  

consuming, but you will save yourself much heartache in your photo adventures. 
 
Remember "Murphy's Law"? It simply states that something that CAN go wrong eventually 
WILL go wrong. And I can tell you from experience that whenever a photograph gets ruined by 
overlooking one of the BASE checks, it will ALWAYS turn out that that one shot would have 
been the best one of the day. 
 
So now, let's move on to some new territory.  
 

Part 1:  

You're Not Likely To Enjoy This! 

 
 
In this section, I'm going to give you another frequently overlooked pointer that can - actually, 
let's change that to WILL - immediately improve your photography.  
 
But, there's some good news and some bad news. 
 
Here's the good news…assuming you have a camera - this next technique is free. 
 
The bad news is that it is… b-o-r-i-n-g! 
 
Hey, if this were all a bed of roses, everyone could do it.  

A more interesting take with better 
composition, filling the frame. 
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Actually, I never really understood that saying - "a bed of roses" to indicate something is easy. 
First off, if it WERE a bed of roses, we'd be gardening, not shooting stunning photos. Second, 
to get good results, rose gardening really isn't particularly easy! Hmmm… 
 
Anyway, I digress, back to the immediate improvement pointer… 
 
A true professional is someone who has mastered all the basics. 
 
A long time ago, I read something that really struck a cord with me. I wish I could remember 
where I read this so that I could give it proper attribution - but I can't. 
 
Here is what I read: "At least once a year professionals go back and review all the basics." 
Think on that. If a professional is someone who has ALREADY mastered the basics and yet 
they need to review them at least once a year...how about those of us who HAVEN'T reached 
a level of mastery? 
 
Here's another question for you…have you read the user manual for your camera? That's 
about as basic as it gets. Have you really read it? Not just skimmed through it. Can you even 
find it? 
 

I keep mine at hand and I read it through, along with another book 
explaining techniques and tips for this particular model - with my camera 
in hand, at least once a year. I find all the buttons they refer to…even 
though I've been pushing those buttons for years. I find all the knobs. I 
check out all the settings, and so on. I make sure I understand every page 
before I move on to the next one. 
 
It may be boring, but you WILL learn something, and re-learn it or re-
discover it when you read again.  
 
Read your user manual this month - every page - and make a note of 
what you've discovered in your notebook. (You have started a notebook, 
right?) 

 
Now, on to bigger things… 
 
Let's do the unthinkable! Let's turn off our camera's automatic (programmed) settings and start 
taking pictures in manual mode.  
 
It's worth it. When you start thinking about the creative options your camera has to offer - and 
start using them, your photography will skyrocket to the next level so fast it will boggle the 
mind. 
 
For the rest of this lesson and for the ones in the foreseeable future, I'm going to talk about 
everything as if you are shooting with a film based camera. It's all really the same. When I'm 
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talking about film speed, on a digital camera it is the ISO setting. When I talk about light hitting 
film, on a digital camera it's hitting a sensor.  
 
It is much easier to follow the concepts I'm discussing if I'm not constantly forced to refer to 
both systems. Truly, in the end, they are both the same in photographic theory. Digital has 
piggybacked on the existing technology. Sometimes I'll still refer to both - old habits are hard to 
break, but if I don't, just realize that both systems work the same. 
 
When cameras were originally made the technology behind them was based on film usage. 
Digital technology came later and was forced to fit the film based model of camera technology. 
I believe that if digital came first, photography would be totally and unrecognizably different. 
 
Again, when I mention film, the same concepts apply to digital. 
 

Part 2: 

Exposure Defined 

 

Here is where the rubber meets the road and where most amateurs (and more professionals 
than you might think) fall apart.  
 
Exposure… 
 
It can be a very scary concept that most of us would rather deal with by leaving our camera on 
programmed automatic. After all, exposure is exposure, right? If the camera can do it for us - 
why not let it? 
 
Unfortunately, it's not that simple and in the vast majority of cases, we could get a far better, 
more creative shot if we decide on the exposure settings ourselves, rather than letting our 
camera do it for us, on the Auto Mode. 
 
Here is a classic example of what I mean…when you are using the automatic or programmed 
settings, your camera's internal light meter looks at the scene you are photographing, takes the 
total amount of light available, averages it out and sets it to 18% gray. 
 
Don't worry if you don't understand how all that works. At this point, you don't really need to 
and we will cover it in full in a later lesson. 
 
Just understand this - all the available light is averaged and set to 18% gray. That's basically 
how your camera determines the proper exposure.  
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So, we have a winter scene and we are out there trying to create our own version of a Quality 
Christmas card.  
 
We carefully compose our shot, getting all the elements perfectly in place. We note everything 
in our notebook…we say the mnemonic BASE and check our background for extraneous 
distractions, etc. 
 
Now, we've pre-visualized and this photo is gorgeous in our minds….  But, we don't want to 
mess it up with the wrong exposure (all that white is confusing) so we set our camera on 
automatic. 
 
When we get our prints, we notice that the snow is a dingy, lifeless gray. Not the vibrant white 
we saw in the viewfinder.  
 
Why? Your camera's meter got fooled by all that white. When it set everything to 18% gray, it 
was really underexposing the shot. By a lot! 
 
Now let's go to the opposite extreme. You are trying to shoot a bin of coal. Why someone 
would want to shoot a bin of coal, I'll never understand, but anyway… 
 
Again you take all the right steps, again all that black is confusing so you set the camera on 
automatic and again your prints from the lab that are a dingy, muddy gray! Not the intense, 
crisp variations of black you saw in the viewfinder! 
 
Everything being equal as to the quality of your meter, printing and etc., BOTH the snow AND 
the coal should be exactly the same color in your prints! An 18% gray! 
 
Obviously, if you want your photography to go to the next level, you need to turn off the auto-
matic settings and risk the MANUAL settings! . Your camera just isn't up to the task, you have 
to tell it what you want, and how you want it.  The good news is you can take several shots 
with slightly different settings, more time exposure, wider aperture etc. to discover which 
setting gets the best result. 
 
 

It's like the choice between vanilla ice cream and 
the whole world of other flavors. And no, that is 
not an overstatement. 
 
What do I mean by exposure?  
 
Simply put, a properly exposed photograph has 
enough light striking the film (or the digital 
sensors) to produce a correctly lit, appealing 
picture with adequate detail in both the 
highlights and shadows. 
 

Exposure 1/8 second, f.32, ISO 400, to get that 
„flowing‟ effect. 
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Photo Exercise 

 
 
Take a white piece of paper and a black piece of paper, go outside and set them side by side 
so that they both get the same light.  
 
Put your camera settings on automatic and shoot a photo of the white piece of paper. Be sure 
that the paper completely fills the frame - nothing else can be showing. 
 
Next take note of the settings your camera used, then take your camera off automatic, and 
shoot the following series of photos… Starting with the same settings the camera automatically 
used, shoot photos in half stop increments up to +2 stops and down to -2 stops. (So that's 4 
shots on either side of the automatic settings.) 
 
Do the same thing with the black piece of paper. 
 
Be sure to note all of this in your notebook. 
 
Take your film or CD to a photo lab and ask them to print your photos - WITH NO EXPOSURE 
ADJUSTMENTS.  
 
How did they turn out? Which one was the closest to the correct color? 
 
Tape this series in your notebook. It's a truly valuable lesson. 
 
 
 
 

Part 3:  

The 4 Factors of Correct Exposure 

 
 
To get a correctly exposed photograph, there are FOUR factors that must be considered… 
 

 the ISO or speed of the film,  

 the shutter speed,  

 the f-stop and  

 the desired creative results.  
 



 FabPhotos4all   “On Target”   Photo Training 

 
   Page 9 

 

Those four factors are combined to produce the proper exposure. 
 
Now here's where it gets a bit funky. You'd think that for any particular situation, there would 
be only one correct exposure setting. As we've already seen, that's not true.  
 
Depending on your selections of the various options in the four exposure factors, there could 
literally be hundreds of exposure choices…all "correct" exposures. 
 
We'll get into creative choices in a future lesson, but let's just say that the three physical 
exposure options; ISO, shutter and aperture just aren't enough.  There are times when a 
slightly overexposed or slightly underexposed shot will produce the creative effect that we 
want! 
 
With so many options, we can't just start shooting and hope for the best. Or even worse, rely 
on our camera to be creative for us. It can't. We need to REALLY understand exposure and 
how to make it do our bidding. 
 
The good news is that it isn't as hard as you might imagine. 

 
Exposure is all about light hitting that piece of 
film. So first, let's talk about film. (Or ISO speed.) 
 
Film comes in many speeds - you can get 100 
speed film, 200, 400, 800, 1600 3200 and 
others. (With most film companies going out of 
business or cutting back on film production… 
many of these film speeds may no longer be 
readily available.) 
 
Notice a trend here? 
 

In photography, everything is either doubled or halved. It's all pretty simple once you under-
stand that. 
 
You don't really need to know the science behind film technology to understand what the 
numbers mean.  First - when choosing a film speed or ISO setting, you need to realize that - 
generally - the lower the speed, the better, the lower the ISO the better. 
 
We are always striving for the lowest film speed we can get away with. It will give us the most 
color saturated, crisp, un-contrasty photos possible. Plus, you'll be able to see more detail in 
both the shadows and highlights. 
 
So, without going into the science of how film works - the lower the film speed the better the 
picture. As you move to higher and higher speeds, the photo starts getting grainy, the image 
isn't quite as sharp and the contrast starts getting altered. (Probably a bunch of other problems 
creep in as well). 

Exaggerated ISO 1600 and 30 second exposure! 
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So what do the numbers mean? 
 
Remember the halving and doubling? 100 speed films are slower than 200 speed films. By 
slower, we mean it takes MORE light for a proper exposure. Actually, 100 speed films need 
TWICE as much light as 200 speed films. 
 
400 speed films are twice as fast as 200, which tells us they need HALF as much light. 800's 
are twice as fast as 400. 
 
So, you say…why do we care? If 100 speed films will give us the best photos, I'll just stick with 
those and never use anything else, but wait… 
 
Let's show you an example…Suppose you are a jazz music fan and you've been given a 
special invitation to go photograph your favorite performer. 
 
It's a once in a lifetime chance and of course you want to get some good photos. 
 
You get there and find that it is a dim, poorly lit room. There are tables (and music lovers) 
covering almost every inch of floor space so a tripod is out. The best you can manage is a 
monopod.  
 
Putting a flash on your camera would not only blind the performer, but the crowd would 
probably throw you out! 
 
With 100 speed film and your lens aperture opened as wide as it can go, you will need a long 
shutter speed to get the right exposure.  
 
What's worse, with your aperture wide open, almost everything on stage is going to be 
completely out of focus! 
 
For this type of thing, you'll need an aperture setting of f8 or f11 to get the shots you want. 
 
But… 
 
The shutter speed could conceivably be at several seconds! 
 
There is no way you could hold the camera steady for the length of time needed.  
 
Even if you could, the performers aren't going to hold still. Camera shake, plus moving 
performers = all of your photos are going to turn out as out of focus, blurry messes. 
 
We need a film or ISO speed that requires less light. 
 
We may end up going to 800 or even higher speeds before we find one that will fit the 
conditions - giving us the desired aperture and a usable shutter speed. 
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Now we're talking! With a monopod, you could get some pretty amazing shots.  I got this take 
just a few days ago at a dimly lit concert, so I altered the ISO to 800 and shutter speed of 1/20 
second (with tripod, I hasten to add).  It works! 
 

Plus, in this situation, particularly if you shoot in black and 
white, the negative aspects of higher film speeds will 
actually fit right in with our subject matter! You'll get a 
bunch of grainy, contrasty, moody shots that exactly 
portray the mood of the music.  
 
See how it works? Halves and doubles. It's what 
exposure is all about. 
 
Quite a few photographers, both professional and 
amateur don't give enough thought to the film (or sensor) 
ISO. But now YOU know that it's a factor in exposure.  
With an understanding of how it can affect exposures, it 
will give you vastly more creative options. You'll get 
terrific shots in situations where your friends get nothing 
but a bunch of mush. 
 
So check out that ISO setting on your digital camera and 
remember „up the ISO‟ the next time there‟s LOW LIGHT, 
from 100, to 200 / 400, even 800 and it will make all the 
difference. 

 
 

Photo Exercise 

 
Grab your camera - and some various speeds of film (if it is a film camera) and get out there 
and start shooting. If you are shooting digital, change the ISO settings and watch what that 
does to your shutter speeds and f-stops. Most importantly though, try to predict what will 
happen BEFORE you change the ISO. 
 
Write your prediction down in your notebook and then make the changes to the settings and 
compare.  
 
Were you right?  
 
Even close?  
 
How does changing the ISO (or film) speed affect your shutter speed when you have the 
camera on aperture priority? (Constantly set on the same aperture.)  
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How does changing the ISO (or film) speed affect your aperture when your camera is set on 
shutter priority? (Constantly set on the same shutter speed.) 
 
Play with this for a while. It's valuable information.  
 
That's enough for this month, we have a lot of experimenting to do. Next time we'll get into 
shutter speed and how it affects exposure and your creative options.  
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