
The Basics

     Taking control of your camera’s settings to get 
the best photos you can
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Good Photo Recipe
1. Be there.

2.  See something interesting (subject, shapes, lines,
     textures, colors, quality of light, etc.).

3.  Make settings best suited to the subject and     
conditions.

4.  Frame the subject (compose). 

5.  Know how to optimize with software.   
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• The settings we’re going to talk about are 
those that determine exposure. 

• When you hear the word “exposure,” what 
comes to mind?

• It’s how much light is hitting your sensor, and 
for how long. (How much light your sensor is 
being exposed to.)
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Exposure

Two things (and ONLY two) regulate that 
amount of light:

1. The size of the opening inside the lens 
               (aperture)

2. Time that the shutter stays open 
               (shutter speed)

© Gerry Bishop



The size of that opening is measured in 
increments called “f-stops.”
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• So, how do these two factors come into play 
when deciding what settings to use?

• Again, it all depends on what the subject 
demands. 
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AUTO = “Auto everything”
Camera sets aperture, shutter speed, ISO, white 

balance, and flash.  (You still get to point the camera!)
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PROGRAM = “Almost auto everything”
Aperture and shutter speed are set by the camera. 

You set the ISO, white balance, and flash. 
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SCENE: You select subject from a menu; 
camera decides what settings might be best 

© Gerry Bishop



With all of these settings, you may--or may not--
get the exposure you want. 

So, to avoid missing a good shot altogether, and 
to ensure that you get the best results possible, 
you have to decide what your subject requires 
and then take control of all of your settings.
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Is the subject moving?
          --Yes: shutter speed matters; 
          --No: Shutter speed doesn’t matter, unless you’re 

hand-holding and risking camera movement
Do you want only the primary subject to be sharp, or do 
you want the foreground and background to be sharp 
also? 
     --Only the subject: Use a large aperture (lens wide 

open or nearly so)
     --Sharp front to back: Use a small aperture (lens 

closed down)
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You set the aperture (“f-stop”) using 
“Aperture priority”
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(Av = “Aperture value” in Canon)



You set shutter speed using “Shutter 
speed” priority

(Tv = “Time value” in Canon)
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Shutter speed is 
measured in seconds or 
fractions thereof. 
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So, what about ISO?
• ISO settings compensate for insufficient exposure, caused by an 

insufficient amount of light striking your sensor, given your chosen 
aperture and shutter-speed settings. 

• When your chosen aperture and shutter speed don’t provide enough light, 
your only option is to increase the ISO setting. 

• Raising the ISO setting compensates for insufficient light, but it also risks 
introducing “noise” into your photo, which degrades its quality.

• The good news is that newer cameras are better at controlling noise, and 
improved software is available for eliminating it during photo editing.
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