
Learn to love 
your DSLR

This booklet is designed to give you a few basic hints and tips to help you get more out of your camera and 
ultimately your photography. It is aimed at those of you who have taken the plunge and bought a digital SLR camera 
(DSLR). DSLR’s are mighty powerful bits of kit and in the main under used by those who are relatively new to 
photography (which is perfectly understandable!). In the next few pages you will be shown one or two things that 
may encourage you to explore further and understand a bit more about your camera. It is by no means a definitive 
work but it may spur you to read round the subject a little more and try different things in your photography.

Section 1 - What Camera?

The basic answer to this is “any camera you like...and can afford.” You don’t have to 
spend thousands of pounds on a camera. Buying a more expensive camera does not 
mean you are going to take better pictures. It’s what you do with it that matters.
I would look for a camera that is within your price range, has a decent zoom lens 
(something like 18mm to 55mm or even better 18mm to 135mm). It’s mainly a matter 
of personal choice but both Nikon and Canon are very popular cameras and offer 

excellent quality. Expect to pay anything from £400 to £700 
for something worthwhile.
I would strongly advise against buying a camera from an overseas website as there 
may be issues of warranty and possible counterfeit. Buy from somewhere you can 
easily send it back to.  My camera of choice is Nikon and I have been using them for over 
30 years. In this booklet I will be referring to both Nikon and Canon as they seem to be 
very popular choices.

Section 2 - How to take sharp photographs
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Modern cameras with their auto focus and excellent lenses are capable of taking pin sharp 
pictures. However, it’s not a foregone conclusion that your photographs will be sharp. 
Here are a few tips:

1. Hold your camera steady with your left hand cupping underneath the lens and your right 
gripping the camera hand grip firmly.
2. If using a DSLR always use the viewfinder rather than ‘live mode’ as your head will act as a 
further steadying surface, you will also get a better ‘feel’ for composition.
3. Use a tripod or monopod to steady the camera if possible, especially in low light conditions.
4. When using a tripod a ball and socket head makes levelling your camera much easier.
5. If you have no tripod try leaning against a tree, wall or door frame and tuck your arms 
in close to your side.
6. Do not press the shutter release just before you are about to take the shot, hold your 
breath and squeeze the shutter release.
7. Keep you ISO setting as low as is practical.

Photo manipulation packages such as Photoshop can sharpen an image but if the shot isn’t sharp in the 
first place no amount of virtual sharpening can change that.



Section 3 - Considering Composition

There are some composition basics that you need to know that will help you to think a little more about the 
photographs you take. They are guidelines only and NOT rules. Use them to give you ideas then feel free to turn
them on their head. In other words learn a few basics then do what you want to do.

Rule of Thirds
Imagine breaking your image into nine areas, produced by two 
horizontal and two vertical lines.
The rule of thirds is all about placing important elements of your 
photographs along the lines or at the intersections of lines.
You need to consider what are the most important parts of your 
picture and where in the grid they are going to be placed.
Try them in different sections as there is no right answer.

Focal Points
When taking a photograph you need to consider “what is the focal 
point of this picture?”. In other words make the viewers eye go to 
where you want it to go.
Things to consider:
Position - Size - Focus - Colour - Shape - Rule of Thirds
When shooting in black and white (greyscale) consider the relationship 
between the light and dark areas of you composition. Cropping a 
composition (as in example) clearly defines the object of the image.

Framing Your Image
Framing is simply adding an in-situ frame to your picture to enhance 
the focal point or to give the picture more depth by giving it a 
foreground and background. It can also give the composition context 
by having a relevant frame.
Your frame can be in focus or blurred.
Again, try out different scenarios for each shot then decide which is 
the best when you download them.

Viewpoint
There is a tendency is to take photographs from the standing position. 
It’s where your eye is, and it’s handy! Nothing wrong with it.
To make a difference to your photographs try shooting the same 
thing from different viewpoints. Get down low and shoot upwards 
or if you can get higher up and shoot down on the subject.
When you are photographing children always get down to their level 
rather than having them straining to look up at you.

Using Lines
Natural lines made by fences or streets and buildings can help to 
draw the viewer into your picture.
Where the lines converge is up to you and again try different shots.
Some lines will lead to the centre of the picture others may lead a 
viewer into or out of your composition.
Using a wide angled lens (18mm - 20mm) will give you very deep 
perspective and so will accentuate the overall effect of the lines.
Lines can also add drama to a shot.
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To have control over the camera 
aperture select Aperture Priority Mode 
on your selector wheel. As you turn the 
adjuster you will change the aperture 
and the camera will select a suitable 
shutter speed.

Section 4 - What is aperture? Aperture priority mode

The aperture is the hole that lets in the light. The bigger the hole the more light hits the sensor. Aperture is used 
in combination with shutter speed to achieve the correct exposure. The numbers referring to aperture size can 
cause confusion as a smaller number does not mean a small aperture. The larger the number the smaller the 
hole and so less light. Therefore - f2.8 is a large hole and f22 is a small hole.
Aperture is important in regulating Depth of field. Depth of Field is the distance between the nearest and furthest 
object (from the camera) that is in acceptable focus.

Use aperture priority when you want to control what is in focus.

Shallow depth of field - f3.5

Section 5 - What is shutter speed? Shutter priority mode

Shutter speed regulates how long the light is allowed to fall on the camera sensor. Shutter speeds vary greatly from 
seconds to 1/5000 second depending on your camera. Shutter speed is used in conjunction with aperture to obtain 
the correct exposure.
Which shutter speed should you use?
Basically a slow shutter speed means it’s going to be harder to keep your subject in focus if it or your camera is 
moving. Use a tripod with slower shutter speeds.
Slow shutter speeds (1/15, 1/30, 1/60) are used in lower light conditions or when you want to show some 
movement in your photograph.
Fast shutter speeds (1/200, 1/500, 1/1000+) when you want to freeze 
the action. 
To control the shutter speed select the Shutter Priority Mode on your 
selector wheel. As you turn the adjuster you will change the shutter 
speed and the camera will select a suitable aperture.

Using a very slow 
shutter speed (2 
seconds) the water 
on this weir has a lot 
of movement caused 
by the linear blur of 
the water flow.

A fast shutter speed 
will freeze the action 
and is used in sports 
photography. You 
may of course use a 
slow shutter speed 
and blur the action 
to show speed

Deep depth of field - f16
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Section 6 - What ISO setting do I use?

Prior to digital cameras one had to select a film with a particular ISO or ASA rating. The ‘normal’ film speed was 
100 ISO and ‘fast film’ was rated at 400 ISO. One big advantage with DSLRs is that you can change the ISO setting 
for each shot and have a much wider range.
Which ISO setting do you choose?
There are some general principles such as: For normal shooting use 100/200, 
for sports and fast moving objects use 400/800.
If the weather is dull, increase the ISO.
Basically you can use what you want. Bear in mind though that when you start 
to push the ISO you may well detect some break down in image quality and 
lack of detail in shadows. This will vary according to your camera.
TIP: Try things out and shoot the same subject using different ISO settings.

Section 7 - Megapixels...what’s that all about?

The camera sensor is made of separate light sensitive pixels. One million pixels is called 1 Megapixel. So a camera 
rated at 15 Megapixels will have 15 million pixels. The higher the megapixel rating the bigger you will be able to 
print. To produce a good quality 16”x20” print you will need an 8 megapixel camera. A Nikon D3200 is rated at 24.2 
megapixels and a Canon 550D at 18 megapixels so as you can see they have a pretty good sensor. 
Don’t be tempted to keep paying out for cameras with higher megapixel ratings as more megapixels DOES NOT 
mean better quality images...it’s all about how big you want to print your photographs.

The Exposure Triangle

The exposure triangle highlights the 
fact that there are three aspects 
need to be considered in order to 
achieve the ‘perfect’ (or near perfect) 
exposure.
As with other triangular systems if 
one aspect is changed it will affect the 
others.

FILM SPEED - ISO
The sensitivity of the 

camera sensor

APERTURE
How much light you 

let in

SHUTTER SPEED
How long you let the 

light in for

EXPOSURE
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Section 8 - Flash

Most DSLRs will have a built-in flash that pops up when needed in AUTO mode. In other modes the flash can 
usually be employed at the press of a button. The on-camera flash is obviously very useful for shooting in low 
lighting conditions but being direct can be very harsh and uncompromising. However, it can be employed to act 
as a fill in flash.

Fill in flash is used to fill in shadows or to light faces and other objects when shooting against the sun or strong 
light (wedding photographers will often opt to shoot against the light as it results in back lighting on the hair and 
prevents the guests from having scrunched up eyes because of the sun).
You can also use fill in flash to add a little light to dark areas of a composition. It can be a little harsh though so you 
may want to pop a tissue over the flash to lower its intensity, fit one of the many diffusers you can buy (you will 
probably have one supplied as part of your flashgun package) or if your camera allows change the power of the 
flash.  
Slow synch this allows both the distant background and the subject in the foreground to be correctly exposed by 
using a slower synchronisation shutter speed (usually around 1/60).

Shot taken 
against the 
sun with 
fill-in flash to 
ensure the 
foreground 
is correctly 
exposed.

Slow synch 
shutter.
This is the 
combination 
of a slow 
shutter speed 
and flash 
to fill in the 
foreground

Using an external flashgun
Without doubt having an external flashgun will extend your range of photography. Buy 
one that is specifically made for your camera as the two items will work together to 
produce excellent results. Generally these flashguns will have swivel heads that allow 
you to bounce the light from walls, ceilings or reflectors and they will zoom as your lens 
zooms. Bouncing the flash makes the light far softer and gives a less harsh appearance 
to your photographs. A dedicated flashgun will calculate the correct exposure even 
when bouncing the light.
Be careful with bounce flash. If you are using a coloured wall or ceiling to bounce off you 
may/will get a colour cast on the image.

There’s a wide variety of different attachments for diffusing the light and in an 
emergency you can use a tissue or sheet of thin white paper over the flashgun. These 
attachments allow you to shoot directly at the subject and still produce a fairly soft 
effect although you may still get a shadow. Dedicated flashguns will allow you to use 

you on-camera flash along with a separate 
flashgun to achieve a wider range of lighting 
effects. Give it a go!

Bouncing the flash will produce softer 
images.         Direct flash                 Bounced flash
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Section 9 - Zoom lenses

Zoom lenses, in my opinion, are the most useful but most under-used piece of equipment for non-professional 
photographers, here’s why.
Back in the day we used to use three basic lenses...

Now these are all combined into zoom lenses.

Most people use the zoom to get closer to an object. However, when you change the zoom setting you also 
change the way an image looks.
In general terms using a lens at the wide angle setting will create a deep perspective and allow foreground and 
background to be in focus. In other words you will get a deep depth of field.
Using a lens at the telephoto setting will flatten the perspective and reduce the focus range. In other words you 
will get a shallow depth of field.

LEFT - Zoom set on wide angle 
(18mm) and close to subject. 
Image has deep perspective.

RIGHT - Zoom set at telephoto 
(135mm), perspective is 
flattened.

A 50mm ‘normal 
lens. Called 
normal because 
it gave a view 
representative of 
‘normal’ view

A 28mm or 
35mm wide-
angle lens. 
Generally used 
for group and 
wide shots.

A short telephoto, 
usually 135mm 
which was used for 
portraiture. Longer 
lenses may have been 
used for sports shots.
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Section 10 - Shooting landscapes

We have all been somewhere where the views are spectacular and when we see the resulting photographs are a 
little disappointed. There are two reasons for this; 1. You don’t have the physical context of things like, temperature, 
smell and sounds to recreate the scene 2. A photograph is 2 dimensional so we have to create depth to the image 
to give it scale.

When to shoot?
There are two times during the day when landscapes 
are at their best...sunrise and sunset. It’s well worth 
the early morning or evening wait to capture that 
particular quality of light associated with these times 
of day.
If there is a particularly good sky then get out and take 
some photographs. Landscapes with grey cloudless 
skies lack that certain something.
We don’t have too many foggy or misty days but if there 
is one it’s well worth getting out with your camera, the 
results will be worth the effort.

Add depth to your shot
You can give your landscapes much more depth and 
scale by having something in the foreground of the 
composition. It’s not always possible but changing your 
viewpoint and getting low down will open up far more 
opportunities.
To make sure you get both the foreground and 
background in focus you must use a small aperture ( 
a high f number) such as f16-22. Because of this your 
shutter speed may be slow, in which case you should 
use a tripod. If you have no tripod then increase the 
ISO setting (about 400 - 800 should be fine)

PHOTOGRAPHY IS...For recording events (holidays, parties etc), giving information (books etc)
Photography is also an artform...you do not have to photographs ‘things’, the image itself can be enough.

If there is a good sky make sure you get plenty of it and 
drop your horizon quite low in the photograph.
You can also make the horizon high if the foreground is 
the main focus for your composition. Don’t be afraid to 
try some radical cropping when editing your shot.
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Section 11 - Travel or location photography

When you go on holiday, for a day out or shooting locally what you are aiming to do is to capture the essence 
of wherever you are. Sometimes when you take wide shots of a place it doesn’t quite work, what you need to 
remember is don’t forget the small stuff. The details of a place say as much about it as a wide, all encompassing 
shot...probably more. You don’t have to photograph everything, look closer and tighter. Look for what makes the 
location what it is.

Set yourself a challenge when location shooting by restricting yourself to a small area and don’t try to do it all! You 
may also like to restrict yourself to one lens or if you only have a zoom lens just one setting of that lens. Also you 
could try shooting in black and white it opens up a whole new world of photography.

Section 15 - Photographing people

Formal portrait photography is an art in its own right and if you wish to pursue this I 
recommend reading a number of books on the subject. You will also need to invest in a 
studio set of flash equipment which although costly will produce good results. 

My advice for taking good portraits is to do them in a relaxed atmosphere where  there is no 
pressure on the subject (which can be difficult in the studio). You can use natural light either 
indoors by a window or outside in a variety of lighting conditions. It is best to avoid direct 
sunlight as you may have problems with shadows and high contrast (you may of course want 
this). Take plenty of photographs and keep talking to your subject to help them relax and 
become used to the shutter firing. Candid shots using a long lens (200mm/300mm) can also 
produce some lovely results.


