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Before you dive into this guide, here's a few other

free resources to help you learn photography:

Take this 30 second quiz to find out
the #1 thing holding your
photography back.

Take Quiz —

MANUAL MODE

3 Free Photography Cheat Sheets

Grab 3 free photography cheat
sheets that will help you
understand the basics.

‘ Download Cheat Sheets —

Want quick photography tips?
Check out our friends at DailyPhotoTips.com they'll send you 1 solid photography tip

to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now — (free for a limited time)

iadiatan

Free Photography eBooks =

Free access to our library of 250+
downloadable (pdf) tutorials on
everything you can imagine.

Download eBooks —
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INTRODUCTION

Focus. Probably the most important trait of a high-
quality image. You can have the most beautiful
scene, object, or subject in an image, but if it's not in
focus, then you have nothing.

If an image is almost in perfect focus, then you can
add a bit of sharpness using your post-processing
package like Photoshop or Lightroom, etc. If focus is
way off, then your post-processing package cannot
guess what you've attempted to capture so it's
beyond salvaging.

Take note that there will be tons of advice ‘out
there’ on how to get sharp focus. Since this guide is
about ‘My Tips..." | will only share with you my core
ingredients for achieving sharp focus.

What you will learn in this guide:

In this guide I'd like to share a few of my tips about
how to achieve sharp focus. We'll cover both Manual
focus and auto-focus because you are guaranteed to
be needing both in your photography venture.

--.= Recommended Reading: If you'd like to
master camera settings to create gorgeous,
creamy, blurry backgrounds, grab a copy of
Photzy’s premium guide: Beautiful Background
Blur.
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WHAT ARE THE REQUIREMENTS FOR SHARP FOCUS?

Before we look at how | achieve sharp focus in my images, let's look at the
requirements for in-focus shots:

APPROPRIATE SHUTTER SPEED FOR YOUR SUBJECT

When you take a still-life shot (any static object), shutter speed is irrelevant
— on the condition that your camera is on a tripod, of course. If it is not on
a tripod, then at very slow shutter speeds the slightest camera movement
(hand shake) is going to spoil your image.

APPROPRIATE APERTURE FOR YOUR SUBJECT

Before capturing your image, you need to consider how much — and what
part - of the scene you want to be in focus. For landscapes, you generally
want everything to be in focus because you want to show off a beautiful
foreground, middle section, and background.

For people photography, you may want everything in focus if you want your
subject to be shown against a beautiful background. Other times you may
want to blur everything but your subject, with the purpose of emphasizing
the subject.

Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

In the image at left, the bird is well defined by portraying it against a blurred
background. This was achieved by using my Tamron 150-600 G2’s widest
aperture (f/6.3), its longest focal length (600mm), and a very short distance
from the bird (+/- 2m or &’). How did | get so close? | didn’t. | knew what its
favorite source of nectar was, and | patiently waited for it at the right place
to come closer to me.

MY SEVEN BEST TIPS FOR PROPER AUTO AND MANUAL LENS FOCUSING // © PHOTZY.COM 4


https://photzy.com

SUFFICIENT LIGHT ON YOUR SUBJECT

STABILITY

Your camera needs sharp lines in order to achieve
sharp focus. If it cannot find sharp lines, how will it

know what is supposed to be in focus? It will be kind
of 'blind.’

KNOWING WHAT TO FOCUS ON

Your camera needs to know what exactly it is that you
want to focus on. If you leave the camera to decide
on your behalf, you are guaranteed to produce
images with the ‘wrong’ sections of a scene in focus,
and the subject/object that you actually wanted to
emphasize out of focus.

Most cameras in full auto mode (like your cell
phone’s camera) will simply put everything in focus.
It's probably a reasonable ‘second prize,” but don't
expect to win photo competitions with the results.
One of the main traits of a photo taken with a
(cheap or expensive) camera in full auto mode is that
everything is in focus all of time.

This is super important in the event of long focal
range images. If you are 400 steps away from your
subject and zoom in at 600mm, then you can imagine
that a Tmm movement of your camera relates to a
few centimeters’ movement at your subject.

So, let's address each of these requirements one by
one and look at how to achieve each optimally.

¥ Key Lesson: Sharp focus is not achieved by
a single element but a combination of elements.
The more of these elements you apply when
taking your photograph, the higher the chances
of reaching the optimum level of focus.
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

Without telling the camera what to focus on, all of the leaves and branches in front of this beautiful bird would have been in focus too,
wrapping the bird in a lot of clutter. How was the camera told what to focus on (and what to keep blurred)? More about that later.
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

I snapped this piece of action at 1/800s. It was perhaps a little risky — 1/1200s would have been a little safer.
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APPROPRIATE SHUTTER
SPEEDS AND APERTURE
SETTINGS

‘Well," - | can hear you thinking - ‘simply
use super-fast shutter speeds and then
everything will be in focus, right?’

Not really. When you use your camera’s
fastest shutter speed but the camera
does not know what to focus on, your
main subject may still be out of focus.
Another fact is that the faster your shutter

speed, the less light enters your camera’s
lens. You need to increase the width of
your aperture (or your ISO setting) to
compensate, but these two settings have
their limitations.

WHAT ARE ‘APPROPRIATE’ SHUTTER
SPEEDS?

In general, shutter speeds of at least
1/250s-1/320s are fine for posed people
shots because people are slow moving
compared to some other moving objects.
When people are running or dancing — or
when photographing animals - you may
want to go a little faster on the shutter
speed.
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My go-to shutter speed for birds is 1/800s. |
sometimes go a bit slower for soaring birds and much
slower for birds that do not move unless disturbed. |
have taken sharp photos of owls at 1/60s. Why that
slow? Well, owls are usually perched in dark places, so
one needs a slow shutter speed in order to increase
the light entering the lens.

Your goal should always be to use the slowest practical
shutter speed so that you can keep your ISO setting as
low as possible. High ISOs produce a snow-like ‘'noise’
which can make your images look horrible.

WHAT ARE ‘APPROPRIATE’ APERTURE SETTINGS?

Quite simply, it's an aperture that would ONLY have
the part of your image in focus that you want to

emphasize. The in-focus section of your image is
called the depth of field (DoF).

The DoF is determined by:

Your distance from your main subject. The closer
to your subject, the smaller the DoF and vice
versa.

Your aperture setting. The wider your aperture
setting, the shallower your DoF.

If you thus want a very shallow DoF, then you need to
get as close as possible to your subject and use a wide
aperture setting (f/1.8, /2.8, or otherwise the widest
aperture setting allowed by your lens).

Note: The calculation of DoF is beyond the
scope of this guide. You can download and use
apps on your cell phone/PC/laptop for easily
calculating DoF. In general, use /14 and narrower
for landscapes and wider for other subjects.

¥ Key Lesson: Every photograph deserves a
little thought about what exactly you want to
achieve, what you want to emphasize, and how to
accomplish that. If you don’t have a plan, chances
are that you will produce ‘average’ images more
often than not. You have invested a lot of money
and time in your photography, so why not make
the most of it?

.‘:i Recommended Reading: If you'd like to
master camera settings to create gorgeous,
creamy, blurry backgrounds, grab a copy of
Photzy’s premium guide: Beautiful Background
Blur.
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

My viewer’s eyes are pulled toward this bird’s eye by making it my main focal point. That was achieved by being about 3m
(10°) away from it and using a wide aperture (f/6.3) and a long focal length (600mm).
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

COMMUNICATION, COMMUNICATION!

The fact that your camera has no idea what you want to
emphasize in your image is a problem when allowing it to auto
select a suitable shutter speed and aperture setting. Suitable for
what? How can you tell your camera what your intentions are?

| ALWAYS USE MANUAL SHOOTING MODE

| know that some photographers may recommend Shutter
Speed Priority mode as an alternative to Manual mode, but |
don't like it. | will tell you why in a second.

Manual mode is indicated by an ‘M’ on Nikon mode selection
dials. Shutter Speed Priority is indicated by an ’S.” This may be
slightly different for other brands.

Both these settings allow you to select a shutter speed of your
choice. Shutter Speed Priority will let you select the shutter
speed and then the camera auto-adjusts (what it deems to be)
your Aperture and ISO settings until it reaches proper exposure.
The problem is that you may want to have a sharp subject in
the foreground and a blurred background — needing a wide
aperture - and the camera does not know that, thus selecting a
‘'wrong’ aperture. That is why | always shoot in Manual mode.

Manual mode allows me to select a suitable shutter speed as
well as aperture. | set my shutter speed to the lowest practical
setting, adjust the aperture based on what | want in focus, and
then adjust the ISO in order to get proper exposure.
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T Controls

[ 10K button (shooting mode) RESET
7 #2 Assign Fn button G
£3 Assign preview button S

8% 4 Assign AE-L/AF-L button

*' ¥5Customize command dials  --
¥ :6Release button to use dial  OFF
~ 17Slot empty release lock  LOCK
2 8 Reverse indicators -0+

OTHER FACTORS HAVING AN
INFLUENCE ON SHARP FOCUS

What are the additional methods that | use to achieve sharp
focus?

| use back button focus and AF-C.

As a bird photographer, | need to be able to keep focus on fast-
moving subjects, flying subjects, and subjects always moving
around from one place to the next.

How does back button focus come to the rescue? Your DSLR
camera focuses on your subject when pressing its shutter release
button halfway down. It does not refocus until you release the
shutter release button and press it halfway down again.

If you want to keep focus on your subject, you need to have
AF-C (continuous focusing mode) selected and keep your
shutter release button pressed halfway down. This may lead to a
few issues:

- You can easily press too hard on the shutter release button
and release the shutter by accident.

- The camera stops its continuous focusing action from the
time your finger moves further down from the halfway mark
to the "fully down’ mark. That implies that a fast moving
(flying or not) subject may be out of focus by the time you
release the shutter.
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

This image would have been impossible without Manual Focus. Auto-focus would
have focused on the grasses in the foreground each and every time.

With back button focus, the continuous focusing action

is ‘disconnected’ from the shutter release button. The
continuous focusing action keeps going regardless of how
far your shutter release button is pushed down and your
subject is always in focus.

| won't go into detail about how to set back button
focus as it is different between camera brands and even
between different models within the same brand. Let
me just say that in the event of my Nikon D600, | set the
‘Assign AE-L/AF-L button’ to AF-ON (f4 on the menu).

That's it. It's that simple. So, it's easy to jump between
‘normal’ focus and back button focus if you really want to
(I still prefer ‘'normal’ focus for photographing humans, for
some reason — or sometimes you want a stranger to take
a photograph with you in it but you do not have a tripod
with you and you don’t want to give him/her a lesson in
back button focus!).

| USE MANUAL FOCUS WHEN NEEDED

This is especially important when photographing

a subject moving around between foliage or when
photographing a subject through a fence. Your camera
always assumes you are trying to focus on the closest
object covered by your focus point (indicated by the
square or relevant symbol in your camera’s viewfinder), so
that is what it will focus on. Subjects behind a branch or
other object will thus be out of focus more often than not
when using auto-focus.
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When using manual focus, it is not always clear when
exactly your subject is the sharpest in focus, so take
numerous shots while moving the focus dial slightly
back and forth. Whatever slight deviation there is
from the perfect in-focus shot should be easy to
correct in post-processing.

| USE THE RECIPROCAL RULE OF
PHOTOGRAPHY

The reciprocal rule of photography eliminates camera
shake when shooting without a tripod. It simply
means that, for example, if you're photographing

an image at 500mm, your shutter speed should be
1/500s or faster. For 50mm, use a shutter speed of
1/50s or faster. Easy, hey?

Just keep the cropping factor in mind if you're
shooting with a crop sensor camera. In other words,
500mm and above is actually 500 x 1.5 = 750mm
(Nikon) or 500 x 1.6 = 800mm (Canon). So, for a
500mm focal distance, your minimum shutter speed
should be at least 1/750s (Nikon) or 1/800s (Canon).

| ALWAYS TRY TO USE THE CENTRAL FOCUS
POINT

The central focus point always produces the sharpest
focus. If | have to recompose, | focus via the central
focus point by pressing my camera’s back button,
then release the back button and move my camera
to get the subject in the desired position. | then press
the shutter release button.

If you want to do the same with the default focus
method, you'll have to push your shutter release
button halfway down and focus via the center focus
point. Then hold your shutter release button halfway
down whilst moving your camera to get your subject
in the desired position. Then push the shutter
release button fully down. Just make sure you're not
in Continuous Focus (AF-C) mode, otherwise your
camera will refocus as you move the camera around
to reposition your subject.

MY SEVEN BEST TIPS FOR PROPER AUTO AND MANUAL LENS FOCUSING // © PHOTZY.COM
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a1 AF-C priority selection

< Release

| TELL MY CAMERA NOT TO RELEASE THE SHUTTER IF NOTHING
IS IN FOCUS

Most DSLRs allow you to set AF-C priority to:

‘Focus’ if you want the camera to release the shutter only if the
area behind your focus point in the viewfinder is in focus.

‘Release’ if you want the camera to release the shutter even if the
area behind the focus point is out of focus. | could never think of
or find a need for this.

In the event of recomposing your subject, ‘in focus’ of course means
‘was in focus’ before moving your subject into the desired position.

This feature has saved me a lot of times when snapping birds in flight
or when using auto-focus on birds moving around in foliage. In such
event, | know that the shot was not taken and | immediately keep on

trying.

| GET CLOSE

It's simple: the closer you are to your subject, the easier it is for your
camera’s focusing system to find sharp lines. Today's cameras are
amazing at extracting details, even at great distances, but this will
never beat an image of the same subject photographed at close range.

@ Key Lesson: There are many ways of improving your chances
of achieving sharp focus. Some of them are significant, others not
so much. The ones most valuable to you will depend on your
genre of photography, or simply your purpose for each shot. Use
them, try them out, and keep what works best for you.
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ABOUT SUFFICIENT LIGHT

‘Sufficient light” implies enough light for your
camera to successfully establish focus. You will
realize when light is insufficient; you'll hear your
lens’ inner focusing mechanism working hard — but
unsuccessfully — as it tries to find something to focus
on.

What do | do to ensure sufficient light?

In the event of studio photography, | use
my strobe or camera’s pilot (‘'model’) light to
establish focus.

| almost always use my speedlite when taking
shots in dark/shady areas, even for nature
photography.

When in doubt, | sometimes use Auto-ISO to
increase light entering my lens. | set a maximum
limit of 800 ISO, though, because | know that
my images quickly build up too much noise at
higher ISO levels.

MY SEVEN BEST TIPS FOR PROPER AUTO AND MANUAL LENS FOCUSING // © PHOTZY.COM
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ABOUT STABILITY

When photographing far away subjects (i.e., the
moon) at long reach (up to 600mm in my case), then
| do not reserve any effort to establish sharp focus.
Each one of these steps adds to stability:

Tripod. Nothing more to say. Your hands simply
are not stable!

Mirror-up. This eliminates camera shake caused
by the mirror as it moves when you release the
shutter.

Remote shutter release (with cable or without).
This eliminates movement of the camera such
as when you finger-press the shutter release
button.

OS/IS/VR switched off. Sometimes this
otherwise handy feature can cause slight
‘'movement’ of the scene in the frame while
releasing the shutter.

.':i Recommended Reading: If you'd like to
master camera settings to create gorgeous,
creamy, blurry backgrounds, grab a copy of
Photzy's premium guide: Beautiful Background

Blur.

MY SEVEN BEST TIPS FOR PROPER AUTO AND MANUAL LENS FOCUSING // © PHOTZY.COM

16


https://photzy.com
https://photzy.com/ld/backgroundblur/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=My%20Seven%20Best%20Tips%20for%20Proper%20Auto%20%26%20Manual%20Lens%20Focusing
https://photzy.com/ld/backgroundblur/?utm_source=pdf&utm_medium=internal%20link&utm_campaign=free%20guide&utm_content=My%20Seven%20Best%20Tips%20for%20Proper%20Auto%20%26%20Manual%20Lens%20Focusing

Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

A case for a tripod. I shot this sunrise from my study, way against the reciprocal rules of photography: 1/200s at 350mm. A handheld shot would most likely have been unsuccessful.
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk

CONCLUSION

Well, these are my tips for getting sharp
images, in a nutshell. | hope that you have
learned something new from at least one
of them, making the read worth it!

The bottom line is that focus is the most
important property of a high-quality
image. When you do it well, your work
will be admired. Fail and you will have
nothing to share with your friends and
family.

Now get out and produce awesome in-
focus images! Few things in life are more
satisfying!
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Photograph by Tobie Schalkwyk
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Li% Self-Check Quiz:

Use the following quiz to test your knowledge of what you have read:

1)

Name a proven method for emphasizing your main subject in an image.
Name at least three ways of getting sharp focus.

When is Manual Focus the best option?

When does auto-focus go totally wrong?

What is depth of field (DoF)? Why is it important to a photographer?

What is the advantage of shooting in Manual mode?

r’ /'\' Assignment:

1) See if you can set your camera to back button focus. If you use a brand other than Nikon, then this guide
will only guide you in the right direction. You may have to consult your camera’s user guide or do a few
Google searches to get all of the information needed.

2)  Switch back and forth between back button focus and standard auto-focus.

3) Use back button focus to compose your main subject in-camera.
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/), Hey there!

Let's get real for a minute... Learning photography can be super challenging! But
e we're here to help you every step of the way! Here are 3 of our: most useful (and
FREE’) photography resources:

- ﬁ
What is Your #1 Photography Killer? Free Photography eBooks

Grab 3 free photography cheat B Take this 30 second quiz to find out Free access to our library of 250+

sheets that will help you the #1 thing holding your § downloadable (pdf) tutorials on

understand the basics. - photography back. - ' everything you can imagine.
Download Cheat Sheets — ’ .' ‘ Take Quiz — ’ "é ‘ Download eBooks —

Want qwck photography tlps‘7

Check out our friends at DailyPhotoTips.com they Il send you 1 solid photography tip
to your inbox, 5 days a week. So you can start your day right, with actionable tips to
help you on your creative journey. Subscribe now — (free for a limited time)
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Tobie Schalkwyk is a retired Web Systems Developer hoping
to soon make an income from photography alone. He has a
passion for all genres of nature photography, specially bird
photography but he also gets involved in other genres of
photography like weddings, events and in-studio portraits.

Web sites: ctsphotography.co.za

Congratulations! You've completed
this Photzy guide!

If you've found this photography tutorial
helpful, you may be interested in this Photzy
premium guide on how to master your
camera to create gorgeous, creamy, blurry
backgrounds: Beautiful Background Blur.

)
CREATING BEAUTIFUL BACKGROUND BLUR

Premiurm Phatography Guide
Witten by Karlo de Leon

IF YOU'D LIKE TO CONTINUE
LEARNING AND IMPROVING
YOUR PHOTOGRAPHY PLEASE
VISIT PHOTZY.COM
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