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Growing up I was surrounded 
by photography.  From Frito 
Lay chip shoots to old West 
horse stampedes, my Dad 
and Uncle Gordon lived, slept 
and ate photography.   

I loved looking at their work.   
I’d study Dad’s pictures like 
Mountain Lion & Dogs and 
wonder how he got a 
mountain lion and dogs to 
cooperate for a photo.  I later 
learned it was a stuffed 
mountain lion, but those dogs 
sure thought it was alive. 

As much as the subjects of 
his images fascinated me I 
quickly realized photography, 
from my child-sized eyes, 
looked really complicated: 
lighting and f-stops and 
technical junk everywhere.  I 
didn’t really like technical junk.    

It gave me headaches.  No, I 
decided, journalism might be 
more my style. 

It wasn’t until my high school 
years that I suddenly got 
shoved into photography.  

I was working as a freelance 
writer at a local weekly 
newspaper.  The staff 
photographer wasn’t available 
to take pictures for my story.  
Dad suggested I learn to 
shoot my own photos and 
write the story.   

Who knows why, but I jumped 
in with both feet despite my 
old feelings toward the 
profession.  Suddenly I was in 
a race to learn how to take 
really good photos before I 
headed off to college to study, 
gasp, photojournalism. 

Naturally I turned to my two 
favorite photographers, Dad 
and Uncle Gordon. I faced a 
steep learning curve, but my 
two instructors managed to 
cram a lot of learning in a 
short time frame.   

Here’s what I learned from 
them over the next four years.
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It should come as no surprise if you want to be 
good at something you study the masters.  
Back in the dark ages before the Internet, I 
actually looked at magazines well known for 
their top-notch photography.    

I spent hours pouring over each issue of 
National Geographic and it’s companion 
Traveler.  I soaked up the library’s photo book 
collection.  Dad and I visited art museums to 
study paintings and photographs. 

Today it’s so easy to study great photos it’s not 
funny.  The Internet is rife with photo galleries, 
photographers offering online classes and e-
books.  You can follow photographers on 
Facebook, exchange tweets and build a gallery  

of top-notch images to study on Pinterest.   

Often you can interact directly with the 
photographer because many have their own 
websites and respond directly to your 
comments and questions.   

Take notes about what you like or don’t like as 
you study these pieces of art.  You don’t want 
to just copy someone else’s work, but their art 
can inspire your photographs. 

Artist Pablo Picasso said, “Bad artists copy.  
Great artists steal.”  

So hunt for great photos and learn all you can 
from studying them.
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1. Study Great Photos
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Don’t just look at great photos, pull them apart 
or “CSI” them.   

Ask yourself:  How did the photographer use 
light in the photo?  Was it available light or a 
flash?  What direction did the light come from 
and why is that important to the photo?  Is 
there more than one light source such as 
available light and flash?   

When you take the time to study a photo there 
are clues like shadows and catch lights in 
people’s eyes that can help you determine light 
sources.  

Look at the whole photo.  Does it employ 
leading lines or the Rule of Thirds? Does it 
make a point or tell a story?  How did the 
photographer accomplish that? 

If the information’s available, study the choices 
the photographer made with the ISO, f-stop, 
shutter speed and lens focal length.  How do 
those things contribute to stopping the action, 
the grain in the photo, sharpness or blurriness 
or feeling of the photo? 

Studying these elements will help you 
understand what makes a good picture.  

2. “CSI” Photos
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Nothing screams amateur more than a 
photographer who doesn’t know how to 
change the f-stop or attach his camera to the 
tripod.   

When you go out in the field using your 
camera, lens, flashes and tripods should be 
second nature.  You shouldn’t even have to 
think about it.  Practice until you master all 
aspects of your gear.   

By doing that, you’ll be able to concentrate on 
composing and lighting your photo rather than 
finding that little button that allows you to cut  

your flash output in half. 

When I discovered Singh-Ray filters, I gave 
myself an assignment (see #6) so I could learn 
the ins and outs of these wonderful filters.  

I returned to this beach five times before I got a 
picture that pleased me.  I would shoot 100 
frames, blow them up on the computer and 
analyze what went right and what went wrong. 

Armed with that knowledge I’d return to the 
beach the next day.  I practiced every morning 
until I knew exactly what to do to get the effect 
I wanted.

3. Master Your Gear
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Few of us are born with top-notch talent.  Most 
of us had to study, practice and work very hard 
to become good at what we do.  We also had 
mentors that challenged us beyond what we 
thought possible.  I had two-my Dad and my 
Uncle Gordon. 

Your mentor could be a teacher, a fellow 
photographer or family member.  Just find 
someone who takes amazing photos and 
wants to pass that passion and knowledge on 
to you.  Then take your time together seriously. 

4. Find A Mentor

http://www.beebower.com
http://www.beebower.com


www.beebower.com 8 Ways To Improve Your Photography

Some of us learn best in a classroom setting 
and others prefer hands-on learning in the 
field.  I assure you there’s a class or workshop 
out there that fits you.   

Thanks to the Internet opportunities to learn 
about photography abound.  It should be pretty 
easy to find a class at a university, a 
community college, an online class or with a 
professional photographer leading a workshop.   

Why bother?  A well-done photography class 
pushes you to learn faster than you might on 
your own, gives you new ideas and connects 

you with other photographers in your area.  
You can get those burning photography 
questions answered and bounce ideas off of 
your new compadres. 

Dad took an informal “class” from movie 
special effects guys he met on set in Arizona.  
The tricks and tips they taught him helped Dad 
create our Old West gallery that sports 70 
images.  You’ll find dust, fog and wind effects, 
plus torrential rainstorms in these photos.  You 
read all about Dad’s weather adventures at 
www.beebower.com/creating-the-weather/.

5. Take A Class
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So you studied great photos, ripped them 
apart, found a mentor and took a great class.  
Now it’s time to practice all you’ve learned.  
Focus on mastering one aspect of photography 
at a time.  For example, learn how to really 
shine at lighting your subjects.   

I date myself here, but one of my early 
assignments was learning how to manually 
focus on moving objects.  (Gasp, no auto 
focus!)   My Dad drove his van around town 
looking for folks riding bikes and running.  I 
hung out the passenger window  

attempting to focus while the van and the 
subject moved.  We did that one over and over 
and over.  Sigh.  But eventually I got.   

Recently Dad assigned himself hummingbird 
photography.  He wanted to stop the wing 
action on these super fast birds.  It took two 
years of experimenting before he nailed down 
a reliable formula that produced beautiful 
results.   

So pick an aspect of photography and begin 
practicing until you learn it so well you could do 
it in your sleep. 

6. Give Yourself An Assignment
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Nobody likes to hear how they did something 
wrong.  But in an ever-changing field like 
photography, your career stalls if you’re 
unwilling to listen to critiques and advance your 
techniques.    

There’s always something new to learn, so 
build a thick skin, put your work up on the 
bulletin board and ask your fellow 
photographers to give you the good, bad and 
ugly. 

During my time at the University of Missouri we 
did just that every week.  A group of about 15 
folks ripped your photo apart for about 10 
minutes and then moved on to the next victim.   

It was painful at first, but as I began to see the 
value of what folks were saying rather than 
thinking they were attacking me, I really 
learned a lot.  My photography improved faster 

than it would have with an adoring crowd.  
Make no mistake that Dad and Uncle Gordon 
were quick to point out the good, the bad and 
the ugly too, but it’s different when it’s family 
critiquing! 

Had I not listened to critiques I wouldn’t have 
this photo.  I had hard time filling the frame 
when I first started shooting.  It didn’t matter 
what lens I used, the subject showed up as a 
small speck. 

I heard “Fill the frame!” more times than I care 
to remember.  Eventually, though, I got closer 
to my subjects and began to fill that frame.  
The critiques made me a better shooter. 

One last piece of advice:  Choose your critique 
forum carefully.  You want to make sure the 
critiques come from folks who really know what 
they’re talking about.

7. Accept Critiques
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As I mentioned before, photography changes 
in the blink of an eye.  I remember film and 
slides from the early years of Dad’s studio.  

Digital didn’t become “affordable” for the most 
photographers until the late 1990s.  It was a 
big deal when I was given a digital camera for 
my job in 2000.  A stern-faced boss told me 
under no circumstances was that $20,000 
camera ever to be scratched. 

Today you can buy a far nicer digital camera 
body for about $7,000.   

Staying up on the latest in photography isn’t 
just about the cameras and lenses.  It covers 
flashes, tripods and gear, techniques, software, 
computers and printers.  It’s enough to make 
your head spin, but if you want to have that 
competitive edge you have to put in the 
research and practice time.   

8. Keep Up With Technology
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So there you have it.  Eight ways to improve 
your photography at warp speed.   

We don’t recommend trying all eight tips at 
once, but if you gradually work your way 
through the list, you’ll definitely grow as a 
photographer.  I know because it worked for 
me. 

I not only learned enough to earn a degree in 
photojournalism, I actually built a solid portfolio 
and got a job when I graduated.   

I still come back to these basic tips today.  So 
don’t be satisfied with good enough.  Keeping 
pushing and learning and you’ll continue to 
improve your photography skills. 

We’d love to hear from you!  What things have 
helped you become a better photographer?   

Leave your comments at www.facebook.com/
BeebowerProductionsInc/. 

Wrap Up
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Beebower Productions, Inc. is a father-daughter team.  Hugh Beebower retired 
from commercial advertising photography with 35 years experience and focused 
on his true passions—Old West and wildlife photography.

Denise Sloan spent several years as a newspaper photojournalist before taking 
over her father’s business.  Today she enjoys the challenges of landscape and 
wildlife photography as well as dreaming up stories for the website.

Visit www.beebower.com for more art and adventures.

About Us

Copyright 2017 Beebower Productions, Inc.  All rights reserved. U.S. and international copyright laws protect the contents of this 
book, including all photographs.  No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form without the prior written 
permission of Beebower Productions, Inc.
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