10 Ways to Improve Your Digital Photographs.

This is a brief review of my presentation at the June 16, 2008,  HACS meeting.  Should you have missed something, feel free to contact me, Lamar Miller at LamarM@aol.com. 

1. Download Picasa.  Picasa 2 is the photo editing/organizing software I recommended.  It is available FREE from Google.com.  Picasa will locate all the images on your computer and organize them into folders which you may name.  Picasa allows the user to perform many basic editing operations.  The program is very intuitive and should be easy for anyone to use.  
To edit an image, first make a copy of the image.  Edit the copy and not the original image.  After editing, click the File menu and scroll down to “Save” or “Save As” and save the edited image.  Images edited in Picasa can only be viewed in Picasa unless you copy the image and save it.  
2. Automatic Settings on a Digital Camera.  One of the attractions of digital photographs is the ability to obtain good pictures using the automatic exposure/automatic focus setting.  This setting is often designated with a green rectangle.  Usually, we get an acceptable picture with this setting.  We should use the other automatic functions on our digital camera.  Read about the other auto functions in the camera manual.  

The portrait setting should be used to make people pictures.  This setting keeps the main subjects in sharp focus but puts the background slightly out of focus.  
The scenic setting will keep the wide open spaces in sharp focus, from the foreground all the way out to the horizon.  And the Sport settings tend to freeze fast moving objects. 

3. Composition.  I also suggest that we learn a little about picture composition to improve our photographs.  A fundamental concept of composition is called the rule of thirds.  We implement this rule by dividing what we are about to photograph into three parts.  We vision two horizontal and two vertical lines on the image.  The main item in the view should be located near one of the intersections of the lines.  Other points of interest should be located at the other intersections.  Pay attention to photographs in magazines and advertisements for examples of good composition.  
     Pictures of people centered in a picture and looking directly into the camera tend to appear static and not too interesting.   Posing people near the edge, looking into the photograph will result in a more interesting and dynamic picture. 

     Curved objects, such as roads or streams, can be positioned to lead the viewer’s eyes into a picture.  

4. Improve People Pictures. Consider getting in close and filling the view with the face of someone we are photographing.  You may also crop a small portion of the subject’s head, but not too much!
5. F-Stops and Shutter Speed.  Understand the concepts of f-stops and shutter speed.  F-stops are the numbers assigned to the size of the aperture or opening for the light to reach the digital sensor.  The larger the aperture, the smaller the f-stop number.  Shutter speed is the amount of time the shutter is open to allow light to reach the digital sensor.  Shutter speeds are usually given in fractions of a second, a shutter speed of 60 indicates 1/60 second.  

6. Depth of Field.  The depth of field is that portion of the image which is in focus.  It extends from in front of the point of optimal focus to beyond this point.  The depth of field depends on the f-stop setting of the lens.  The smaller the f-stop, the larger the depth of field.  Remember, with f-stops the larger the number, the smaller the aperture.  F-22 has a greater depth of field than f-16.
7. White Balance.  We take most of our digital photographs using automatic white balance, AWB.  The white balance controls allows the photographer to balance the light source with the sensor.  In the pre-digital world, we had a choice of film balanced for flash, daylight and tungsten.  Our digital cameras allow us to choose several different light sources, daylight, cloudy daylight, late afternoon, fluorescent lights, and tungsten light as well as automatic.  
8. Exposure Compensation.  Exposure compensation is an adjustment allowing us to overexpose or underexpose our digital photographs in small increments.  Some digital cameras have an exposure value or EV control allowing the exposure to be adjusted in fractional f-stops. 
9. Color Histograms and Level Controls.  Some of the editing programs allow us to adjust exposure in the computer using the histogram located in the levels controls.  The histogram is a graph of brightness with the dark or shadows on the left side and the highlights on the right.  A slider may be moved to make adjustments to the exposure of the image.  Additional information in this area is available from KenRockwell.com, Dave Johnson’s columns in PCWorld.com and Wikipedia.    

10. Take many, many pictures.  One of the most important improvements we can make is to take a lot of pictures.  Delete the bad ones and keep the good ones. 
