JB Photohouse

Bird Photography
Learning Guide

Joseph Bailouni is JB Photohouse
With over 30 year experience in photography, I am passionate about the craft and
am keen to share my passion with you. Drop me a line or an email, with a question,
or join me in one of my workshops.
As a beginner, do you want to learn how to achieve the perfect exposure? How to
create stunning photographs?
As a seasoned photographer do want to be guided around while having a chat
and creating your own masterpieces?
I enjoy all aspects of photography, with my favourite being seascapes, and wildlife.

I look forward to hearing from you:
joseph@jbphotohouse.com.au
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Joseph Bailouni is JB Photohouse

The information in this manual has been sourced from a variety of websites
combined with my experience over the years.
I would like to thank my good friend David Norris, for his advice, insight,
patience, assistance and input over the years.
I would encourage you to join a local camera club, this will allow you to meet
like minded people, share your experiences with them and teach each other.
I acknowledge ‘Digital Photography School’ a great resource for all levels of
photography. https://digital-photography-school.com/
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Camera Settings
• Automatic Modes
– Automatic Mode
– Portrait Mode
– Macro Mode
– Landscape Mode
– Sports Mode
– Night Mode
– Movie Mode

• Semi Automatic Modes
– Aperture Priority (A or AV)
– Shutter Priority (S or TV)
– Program Mode (P)

• Fully Manual Mode
– Manual Mode (M)

– Automatic Mode
Auto mode tells your camera to use its best judgement to select shutter speed,
aperture, ISO, white balance, focus and flash to take the best shot that it can.
– Aperture Priority (A or AV)
This mode is really a semi-automatic (or semi-manual) mode where you choose
the aperture and where your camera chooses the other settings (shutter speed,
ISO etc) so as to ensure you have a well balanced exposure. Aperture priority
mode is useful when you’re looking to control the depth of field in a shot (usually
a stationary object where you don’t need to control shutter speed).
- Shutter Priority (S or TV)
Shutter priority is very similar to aperture priority mode but is the mode where
you select a shutter speed and the camera then chooses all of the other settings.
You would use this mode where you want to control over shutter speed
(obviously). For example when photographing moving subjects (like sports).
– Manual Mode (M)
In this mode you have full control over your camera and need to think about all
settings including shutter speed, aperture, ISO, white balance, flash etc. It gives
you the flexibility to set your shots up as you wish. Of course you also need to
have some idea of what you’re doing in manual mode so most digital camera
owners that I have anything to do with tend to stick to one of the priority modes.

Balancing the Exposure Triangle
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The Exposure Triangle

Shutter Speed
One of the three settings in photography is
Shutter Speed, the other two
being Aperture and ISO.
Shutter speed is responsible for two particular
things: changing the brightness of your photo,
and creating dramatic effects by either freezing
action or blurring motion.

What is Shutter Speed?
Shutter speed is the length
of time camera shutter is
open, exposing light onto
the camera sensor.
Essentially, it’s how long
your camera spends taking
a photo. This has a few
important e ects in how
your images will appear.
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1/400sec f5.6, ISO 500 @ 250mm

Motion Blur
When you use a long shutter speed, your sensor is exposed to light
for an extended period of time. The rst big e ect is Motion Blur.
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Motion Blur: moving subjects in your photo will appear blurred
along the direction of motion. Examples include moving cars that
are blurred, waterfalls that appear like vales, seas that appear at,
or the background is blurred while the subject remains sharp
(panning) …
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Panning birds in ight - 1/125 sec - f5.6 ISO 800 @ 350mm

Motion Blur

Worth noting - 2 aspects of motions can impact the image, the
movement of the object itself, or the camera. In this image we have
both moving - it’s called panning, best done hand held and requires
practice and patience. The trick is to follow the subject and while
tracking them release the shutter. This will ensure the subject stays
as sharp as possible.
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On the other hand, shutter speed can also be used to do just the
opposite – freeze motion. If you use an especially fast shutter
speed, you can eliminate motion even from fast-moving objects, like
birds in ight, or cars driving past. If you use a fast shutter speed
while taking pictures of water, each droplet will hang in the air
completely sharp, which might not even be visible to our own eyes.

The Exposure Triangle

Aperture - Depth of Field (DOF)
How much of the image is in focus?
Items that impact DOF include:
1- Focal Length, essentially the longer your lens, the shallower
your DOF
2- Distance to Subject, the nearer you are to the subject the
shallower your DOF, this especially applies in macro.
3- Aperture Setting, The more you open up the aperture of
your lens, the resulting image has a shallower DOF

The recommended Aperture will depend greatly on the
amount of light available, most lenses have a ‘sweet spot’ at
in between f8 & f11 producing the best results. To ensure the
majority of the bird is in focus I would use f11 and over.

The Exposure Triangle

Noise means
how Grainy
the Image is,
the grainier
the noisier

ISO

ISO – Simplistically speaking the Light Sensitivity of the media onto
which the image gets recorded. All cameras are essentially boxes with a
hole in them. The size of the hole (aperture), the length of time the hole
is opened (shutter speed), the sensitivity of the recording medium (ISO).

Focal Length 200mm Shutter Speed
1/13 Aperture f6.3 ISO 800

Focal Length 200mm Shutter Speed
1/80 Aperture f6.3 ISO 5000

Focal Length 200mm Shutter Speed
1/200 Aperture f6.3 ISO 12800

Focal Length 200mm Shutter Speed
1/400 Aperture f6.3 ISO 26500

Shooting in Auto or Semi auto modes (aperture or shutter priority) means the camera will make the
nal decision on how bright your photos will be. The camera doesn’t always get the result you are
looking for.
Exposure compensation will tell the camera to adjust the brightness. This is particularly important in
Bird Photography as the main subject is small and the background is often the sky that is brighter,
therefor the settings will be adjusted to get a well exposed sky and thus a dark bird. The answer is
then to over expose your image. Using the ‘+’ sign, depending on how bright the sky is, will depend
on how much you over expose, some trail and error will be needed. On a bright, clear, blue sky, I
would probably start with 1 full ‘f’ stop.
Note if you are shooting in manual mode, then you do not need exposure compensation since you
have already taken control of the camera settings.
With this information in mind, refer to the checklist below:
Exposure compensation works:
• To achieve better exposure in your photos
• While in aperture and shutter mode
• To achieve or avoid silhouettes
• For creative e ects like exposing for the highlights
Source: https://digital-photography-school.com/how-to-use-exposure-compensation/
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Exposure Compensation

Focus
•

Getting the perfect exposure is one very important aspect in achieving a great image.

•

Focus is another, a sharp image is essential, you may not be able to get the whole image
sharp due to the death of eld, however your main subject must be sharp. Blur or out of
focus images is the one thing that cannot be xed in post, using a software package, you
must get it right in camera.

•

With animal photography, similar to portrait photography, it is essential that the eye of the
subject is in focus.

•

How to achieve sharp images:
Manual V Auto Focus
Focus Modes (AF-S, AF-C)
Auto Focus Selection Points
Shutter Speed
Hand held shutter speed rule Full Sensor 1-1 (50mm lens - 1/50sec) Crop Sensor 1-1.5
(50mm lens - 1/75sec)

•

Depth of Field

fi

•

fi

•
•
•
•

Composition
•

We have discussed Exposure and Focus, we are now onto the last
important factor to create photos that create a WOW factor. While there are
composition rules, which I will cover in this manual, these can be broken. I
would encourage you to learn the rules rst and use them well, only then
can you stretch and break them feeding your artistic, creative style.

•

It is worth noting at this stage, that the camera itself has little to do with
creating the WOW image. The photographer on the other hand armed with
these tools will be able to create masterpieces.

•

Below I will focus on the rules that apply to bird photography:
• Rule of thirds
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• Leading lines
• Negative space
• Rule of odds

Rule of Thirds
•

Divide the screen into nine parts by using 2 horizontal and 2 vertical
lines, where these lines meet (4 points) is called point of impact, try to
place your main subject on the point of Impact.

•

If there is a secondary object in an image, try to compose the
secondary object where the line intersects.

•

Note – In your camera, turn the Grid option on. This will enable the
Grid display while you photograph your image.

•

Rule of Thirds will improve your composition signi cantly and will
signi cantly impact the visual appeal of your image.
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One of the most fundamental rules in photography is the ‘Rule of
Third.
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•

Rule of Thirds

Diagonals – Leading Lines

Negative Space
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While it is important to get as close to the main subject and ll the frame, it is
sometimes important to have ‘empty’ space in the image, this will help ‘set the
scene’ ‘tell a story’ - this is called ‘negative space’. Too much negative space is
not good as it will take away from the main subject, try using the ‘Rule of Thirds’.

Rule of Odds
Avoid even numbered items in your photos, when taking photos of trees,
have 1, 3 or 5 trees as opposed to 2, 4, or 6. Any more than 6 becomes a
group and you should be ok with either even or odd.
Same with other subjects, please do not mistake this with 2 items in your
image, a main subject and then a secondary one.

Characteristics of Birds:
They are varied in sizes from small to larger species. Generally speaking they are
shy and hide from humans, which make them hard to nd. When in ight they are
fast, far away and unpredictable, some have the ability to change direction suddenly.
Due to this, they are a challenge to photograph, giving you a split second to get your
shot.
Being at the right place, with the right gear is imperative.
What is the right gear?
A big long lens, 500mm or more is advantageous.
As they are moving objects you might prefer to shoot in Shutter priority. This means
you tell the camera what speed to shoot at, and the camera will adjust the aperture.
The danger with this is that if the aperture is very small (Wide opening) the depth of
eld will be shallow compromising the sharpness.
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Focus setting, Continuous focus.
3d tracking if available or Group or Single Focal point, in the centre (you can adjust
the composition with the crop.)
Fast Burst mode shooting - just be careful not to ll the bu er too soon.
fi

fi

The Reality

The Reality
As for the camera settings, on a sunny day set the ISO to 400, on an
overcast day to 800 or 1200.
Shutter Speed priority, shutter speed set at 1/1000th sec, make sure you
focus on the eyes. (Subject to the focal length of the lens)
Aperture priority, aperture set at f11, make sure you focus on the eyes
My preferred settings for shooting birds:
Aperture priority - I set the aperture and the camera decides on the
speed. I would have the following:
ISO: 400-800 depending on how bright the day is
Aperture: f11 or higher
Shutter Speed - Auto, however as I shoot hand held, the shutter speed
needs to be 1/500th sec or faster.
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This has been an introduction to bird photography.
Go out practice, practice, practice, seek feedback and practice some
more. You are going to need a few goes at it, don’t loose hope after the
rst or second time.
Remember one very important point, a hobby is something we do for fun
and enjoyment.
Everyone is a critic, don’t let them discourage you. If you like the images
you are producing, that is all that matters.

www.jbphotohouse.com.au

