
A PHOTOGRAPHER’S  

GUIDE TO CAPTUR ING  

KIDS IN A WHOLE  

NEW L IGHT

ALLISON TYLER JONES

0
0100   KID



A Photographer’s  

Guide to Capturing  

Kids in a Whole  

New Light

100% KID
allison tyler jones

Peachpit Press 
www.peachpit.com

http://www.peachpit.com


100% Kid
A Photographer’s Guide to Capturing Kids in a Whole New Light 

Allison Tyler Jones

Peachpit Press
www.peachpit.com

To report errors, please send a note to errata@peachpit.com
Peachpit Press is a division of Pearson Education

Copyright © 2014 Allison Tyler Jones

Senior Editor: Susan Rimerman
Production Editor: Tracey Croom
Developmental/Copy Editor: Anne Marie Walker
Proofreader: Elaine Merrill
Indexer: Karin Arrigoni
Composition: Kim Scott/Bumpy Design
Cover and Interior Design: Charlene Charles Will
Cover Image: Allison Tyler Jones

Notice of Rights
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any 
form by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, 
without the prior written permission of the publisher. For information on getting 
permission for reprints and excerpts, contact permissions@peachpit.com.

Notice of Liability
The information in this book is distributed on an “As Is” basis, without warranty. While 
every precaution has been taken in the preparation of the book, neither the author 
nor Peachpit shall have any liability to any person or entity with respect to any loss 
or damage caused or alleged to be caused directly or indirectly by the instructions 
contained in this book or by the computer software and hardware products 
described in it.

Trademarks
Many of the designations used by manufacturers and sellers to distinguish their 
products are claimed as trademarks. Where those designations appear in this book, 
and Peachpit was aware of a trademark claim, the designations appear as requested 
by the owner of the trademark. All other product names and services identified 
throughout this book are used in editorial fashion only and for the benefit of such 
companies with no intention of infringement of the trademark. No such use, or the 
use of any trade name, is intended to convey endorsement or other affiliation with 
this book.

ISBN-13: 978-0-321-95740-5  
ISBN-10: 	 0-321-95740-7

9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

Printed and bound in the United States of America

http://www.peachpit.com


To my husband, Ivan, the kindest person I know,  
with a sense of humor, who does laundry.  

Best move I ever made.

Acknowledgments
Writing a book is not unlike having a baby. All 
the fun takes place at conception and once the 
final product is placed in your hands. Every-
thing in between stinks. 

The midwives, if you will, who soothed my 
furrowed brow and coached me through this 
laborious process consist of the crack team of 
editors and designers at Peachpit Press. Ted 
Waitt made writing another book sound like 
such a great idea. Susan Rimerman’s exper-
tise and no-nonsense advice talked me off the 
ledge on more than one occasion, and Anne 
Marie Walker’s deft editing made me sound 
smarter than I really am. Production editor 
Tracey Croom and the graphic design team of 
Charlene Charles Will and Kim Scott under-
stood my pathological need for negative space 
and created an end product that I’m proud to 
put my name on.

My studio manager and assistant, Jeff Starr, not 
only worked tirelessly to organize and prepare 
all the images for print but had to listen to my 
endless whining and moaning about deadlines. 
Thanks Sarge.

The real credit for this book goes to my mother, 
Karen Hathcock Tyler, who passed away on 
April 11, 2013. She gave me the gift of life, the 
love of learning, books, and words. She also 
gave me five younger siblings who are my  
best friends and constant supporters: Loren 
Tyler, Ann Tyler Smith, Caroline Tyler DeCesare, 
Doug Tyler, and Laurel Tyler. 

None of this would be possible without my 
amazing clients who trust me to boss, tease, 
and manipulate their children during every 
shoot.

Lastly, credit goes to my own 100% kids: 
Bryson and Tierra Jones, Lauren Myers, 
Breckyn Jones, Keaton Myers, Jamyn Jones, 
Harrison Jones, and Hayden Jones. Without 
you I would have a clean house, no stretch 
marks, naturally blonde hair, and money in  
the bank. But who needs it? Life would be so 
boring without you. I love you all.



3
1

Contents
Introduction. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                vii

Section 1 Vision. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  2

Start with the Kid . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               4
Snapshots vs. Portraits. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 6

The Real Kid. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           11 2Brace Yourself. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  14
Laying the Groundwork. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 16

Kid Psych 101. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           18

It’s a Phase. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                           27

Common Mistakes When  
 Photographing Kids. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   50

developing your style . . . . . . . . .         52
It’s Been Done. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                        54

Your Critical Eye. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      54

What Attracts You?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   57

Find Your Muses. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      63

Learn by Doing. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       66

Experiment. Evaluate. Continue.. . . . . . . . .        66



8

7

4

6
5

Section 2 process. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  68

lighting gear. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   70
Light Is Your Medium. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  72

A Word About Flash . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  72

Lights, Camera, Action. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                74

Start Somewhere . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      81

The Five M’s of Studio Lighting. .  82
Mood. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                86

Main. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                 93

Modify. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               94

Measure. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                             105

Move . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                               108

One Light, Five Ways in  
the Studio . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     116

#1 Feathering the Light. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 118

#2 Up and Over. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       123

#3 Rembrandt-ish. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      127

#4 One-Light Silhouettes. . . . . . . . . . . . . .              129

#5 Spotlight Drama. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   132

The White Seamless  
Manifesto. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                       136

The Setup. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                            138

Lighting the Background . . . . . . . . . . . . . .             143

One Background,  Multiple Looks . . . . . . .      149

Lighting for Action. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    152

Cleaning Up in  Postproduction. . . . . . . . .         155

Lighting on Location. . . . . . . . . .           158
Location Flash Technique. . . . . . . . . . . . . .             160

Location Lighting Styles. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .               165

Studio or Location? . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    172

Contents  v



12
9 11
10

Section 3 the shoot. .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  184

Styling and Props. . . . . . . . . . . . .              186
Styling Kids . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                         188

Props or No Props?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 198

Directing the Shoot. . . . . . . . . . .            216
It’s All Your Fault. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                      218

What’s Your Angle?. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   220

Posing. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                              226

Directing for Expression. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .              235

Managing Energy on Set. . . . . . . . . . . . . . .              242

Common Problems. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                   243

Shoot First, Discipline Later. . . . . . . . . . .            244

The Unexpected Element. . . . . . . . . . . . .              246

 Putting It All Together. . . . . . .      248
Studio Shoot: Lucy. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                    250

Studio Shoot: Samantha. . . . . . . . . . . . . .               254

Section 4 the final product. .  .  .  .  262

Finish the Job. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                 264
A Real Photographer. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                  266

Value Your Work. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                     275

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .                                     276



Introduction

The cure for boredom is curiosity.  
There is no cure for curiosity. —Dorothy Parker 

A few years ago I stood in front of a group of incredibly talented photog-
raphers from all over the world. We were attending a workshop taught by 
two famous New York photographers whose work regularly appears in 
Vanity Fair and Vogue, and in the the windows of stores like The Gap. All 
the students were required to share ten of their favorite images with the 
group and instructors. In the middle of my presentation, Mr. Vanity Fair 
Photographer interrupted me and said, “Well, I have to hand it to you; I 
could never shoot kids.” 

Those of us who have chosen to specialize in photographing kids may be 
a little bit crazy. If you have kids of your own, it makes sense that you’d 
want to have some photos of them. But what about those of us who like 
to photograph children who are not our own? We’ve made a career out 
of making crazy faces, rolling on the floor, and snorting like a pig just to 
elicit some expression from a grumpy toddler. Isn’t there an easier way to 
make a living? 

Maybe we still haven’t grown up and just like to be with “our people.” 
Maybe it’s the trend in your area to be a child photographer, and why 
not? All you have to do is buy a good camera and Photoshop, right? Or 
perhaps you appreciate how surprising and magical it can be to spend 
time making images of young subjects who haven’t had a chance to 
develop their social mask yet—to capture the openness and wonder of 
being a kid. 



ISO 100, 1/200 sec., f/11, 70–200 mm lens

This book is for those photographers who want to be better than they 
are right now. It’s for photographers who have mastered the challenges 
of natural light and want to dip their toe into the scary world of studio 
lighting. It’s also for photographers who were born curious and want 
to continually learn and improve their craft and how they relate to their 
subjects.

At last count there were roughly a zillion books on the market that 
explore the techniques of photography. Most of them illustrate those 
techniques with photos of leggy models, professional athletes, or grungy 
guitar players—all, presumably, well-behaved adults who can sit still and 
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take direction. I love those books and the techniques they share, but how 
am I supposed to light a toddler hyped up on sugar with a beauty dish? 
How the heck do you achieve a 3:1 lighting ratio when you can’t even get 
the kid to stay in one place, let alone look at the camera? And it’s not just 
the kids who present the challenge. I doubt that the leggy supermodel’s 
mom is standing behind the photographer coaching her to “smile honey!” 

So, rather than one more book full of general lighting tips and tech-
niques, this book focuses specifically on lighting, photographing, and 
interacting with kids. The goal is to capture something real about 
that child.

You’ll learn off-camera lighting techniques for both studio and location 
work, that you don’t need a truck full of lights to create interesting por-
traits, and that much of the time just one light will do the trick. 

You’ll discover methods that will give you the confidence to deal with 
challenging kids and challenging parents—methods that I use every day 
in my photography studio to manage expectations and get the shot 
I want.

You’ll learn my tried-and-true (and slightly weird) tricks for getting 
authentic expressions from my subjects, and you’ll pick up practical tips 
on how to style, pose, and direct every shoot. Every technique and every 
tip in this book has been included with the sole purpose of arming you 
with the means to create beautifully lit, meaningful imagery of children. 

What you won’t find in this book are complicated diagrams and ratios. 
There’s not a lot of math here. You’ll also notice an astonishing lack of 
Photoshop instruction. Scott Kelby wrote the book(s) on Adobe Photo-
shop; go read them. 

I wrote this book to encourage other brave souls who are on the path to 
the insanity and joy that is photographing children. I want to motivate 
you to channel the artist inside and re-envision how you approach the 
children you photograph. I want to inspire you to learn new techniques 
or refine those you already know. Push beyond the ordinary and the safe. 
In the process you’ll make some big mistakes, but in the end you’ll make 
your best images ever.

Introduction  ix
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Anyone who has never made a 
mistake has never tried anything new. 
—Albert Einstein

Lighting  
Gear

you always shoot in natural light, you know how 

it works, where to look for the good light, and how 

to get the results you want. Isn’t photographing 

kids hard enough without having to mess with even 

more gear? Learning to use flash can feel like trying 

to learn photography all over again. It’s easy to get 

overwhelmed and quit before you discover the benefits 

that having complete control of your lighting gives you. 

In this chapter, you’ll get the rundown on how to use 

and how not to use your flash. You’ll also explore the 

studio lights that photographers use the most and learn 

how to set up your camera and trigger those lights. 



4
ISO 100, 1/200 sec., f/11, 24–70 mm lens



 Light Is Your Medium
Let’s compare the art of photography to the art of painting. A painter’s 
medium is paint; the brush is a tool the painter uses to apply the medium. 
For a photographer, the camera and lenses are the tools, but light is 
the medium for expression. The word photography is derived from two 
Greek words that literally mean to write (graphy) with light (photo). 

The type of light you choose to write with is a selection process, much 
like the painter choosing which paint to use. Your lighting “palette” might 
include the natural-light source of the sun, or a flash, such as a studio 
strobe or speedlight. It’s as simple, and as complicated, as that. 

Natural light is the gold standard of light. But nature is fickle and doesn’t 
always cooperate when you need it to. Rain may threaten, and toddlers 
are usually in full meltdown during the “golden hour” of light just before 
sunset. Learning to use flash gives you the tools and the confidence to 
light any kid, anytime, anywhere. 

A Word About Flash
Flash gets a bad name, mainly because of the less-than-stellar results of 
on-camera flash. On-camera flash is like using the headlights of your car 
to illuminate your subject. They will get the job done, but the result won’t 
look good. Because all the light is coming from directly in front of your 
subject and the light is so close to the lens, the result is a harsh, flat, and 
sometimes red-eyed image that could be mistaken for a mug shot like 
the before photo in Figure 4.1.

If you love the look of depth and dimension in your portraits—the type of 
light that highlights the texture in the skin and hair of your subject—like 
the boy in Figure 4.2, get that flash off your camera.

Just getting your flash off your camera is no guarantee that the photo 
will look good. Everyone can agree that off-camera lighting can go hor-
ribly wrong; just take a look at your kid’s most recent school photos or 
any photo taken by the big chain portrait studios located in a department 
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store near you (which shall remain nameless, 
but you know which ones they are).

Those high-volume portrait studios have done 
nothing to further the art of portraiture. The 
trend of poorly lit photos of kids in match-
ing outfits posed in a triangle on a mottled 
blue muslin backdrop deserves to fade 
away—forever. 

However, just because someone did a bad job 
with the tools doesn’t mean the tools are bad. 
It’s not the tools but how they are used that 
makes the difference. The types of lights used 
to photograph all those scary kid photos are 
the very same lights that have created gor-
geous editorial images in Vogue and Vanity Fair 
magazines. These are the same lights used to 
photograph ads for companies you love, like 
The Gap and J. Crew.

Get that flash off your camera.

Figure 4.1 Before: On-camera 
flash creates harsh background 
shadows and flattens out your 
subject (top right).

ISO 100, 1/200 sec.,  
f/13, 70–200mm lens

Figure 4.2 After: An off-
camera flash provides a 
dimensional light that enhances 
your subject (bottom right).

ISO 100, 1/200 sec.,  
f/13, 70–200mm lens
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 Lights, Camera, Action
What follows is a brief introduction to the types of light sources typi-
cally used by portrait photographers in the studio and on location. In 
Chapter 5 you’ll find an in-depth discussion of light modifiers and how to 
actually work with these lighting tools. For now, there are three decisions 
you need to make to begin working with flash:

	 •	  Lights. Select a light source.

	 •	  Camera. Set your camera to sync with the light.

	 •	  Action. Choose a method to trigger the flash from your camera.

Lights
The sheer number and variety of lighting choices on the market can be 
daunting, but you’ll find that most portrait photographers use only one or 
two types of light sources: studio strobes or speedlights. Studio strobes 
come as either monolights or strobe pack systems. Speedlights are small 
flash units used mostly for location work.

Studio strobes 
Studio strobes are powerful flash units that plug into an AC outlet in the 
wall. The term strobe refers to lighting units that use a flash of light to 
illuminate the subject. Flash and strobe are interchangeable terms. When 
you’re shopping for strobe lighting, there are two main items to consider:

	 •	 Strobe power. The amount of light produced by the strobe unit, 
measured in watt seconds. 

	 •	 Recycle time. How long it takes for the flash to recycle and be ready 
to shoot again. 

Digital cameras are very light sensitive, so you don’t need the most 
powerful lights on the market. But recycle time is a major issue if you are 
planning on capturing action shots of kids. 
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Monolights
Monolights are manufactured with the power 
pack and bulb housed in the same unit. Mono-
lights are the most common form of light-
ing used by studio portrait photographers 
(Figure 4.3). The pros of working with mono-
lights are:

	 •	 They are easy to use.

	 •	 They are more affordable than strobe 
pack systems.

Figure 4.3 Monolights are usually the most 
affordable type of strobe lighting you can buy.

ISO 100, 1/200 sec., f/18, 70–200mm lens

	 •	 If one light goes down and you have a 
backup monolight, you can still keep 
shooting.

	 •	 Monolights come with continuous model-
ing lights, which allow you to visualize how 
the light will fall on your subject. Modeling 
lights also make it easier for your autofo-
cus to lock onto your subject in a dark-
ened studio.

	 •	 They are made to work with a wide 
range of light modifiers, such as soft-
boxes, umbrellas, grids, and so on (see 
Chapter 5).

	 •	 Some monolights (like the Profoto D1 Air) 
come with dedicated radio controls that 
allow you to control your lights from a 
remote on your camera.

The cons of working with monolights are:

	 •	 Monolights are heavier than power pack 
heads because the power pack is built into 
the light. This can make it more difficult 
when you’re using the light up high and 
overhead, especially with heavy modifiers 
like softboxes.

	 •	 Monolights don’t pack as much power and 
can have slower recycle times than strobe 
pack systems.
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Strobe pack system
A studio strobe pack system consists of lighting heads that are run 
from a separate power generator or “pack.” All the lighting controls 
are on the pack. Power packs are used by both portrait and commer-
cial photographers (Figure 4.4). The pros of working with strobe pack 
systems are:

	 •	 The heads are lighter weight than monolights because the power 
pack is separate.

	 •	 Power packs tend to have more power and faster recycle times 
than monolights.

	 •	 You can run three or more heads off one power pack.

	 •	 The power pack is usually closer to the camera than a monolight, 
which makes adjusting the lights faster and easier.

Figure 4.4 More expensive 
than monolights, power 
pack strobes pack more 
power. You may not need 
all that lighting power, but 
they come in handy when 
photographing kids be-
cause of their fast recycle 
times (below left).

ISO 100, 1/200 sec., 
f/18, 70–200mm lens

Figure 4.5 Speedlights are 
compact, lightweight, and 
ideally suited for location 
work (below right). 

ISO 100, 1/200 sec., 
f/22, 70–200mm lens
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	 •	 Like monolights, they are made to work with a wide range of 
modifiers.

	 •	 Like monolights, they come with modeling lights.

The cons of working with strobe pack systems are:

	 •	 If the power pack dies, you have no lights at all.

	 •	 They are more expensive than monolights.

	 •	 Cords from the head to the pack can restrict light placement.

Speedlights
Speedlights are dedicated flash units that can be used on the hot shoe 
of your camera or set up to use off-camera (Figure 4.5). Speedlights are 
manufactured to be used with your particular brand of camera and can 
work with your camera’s metering system and program modes. They are 
most commonly used by portrait and wedding photographers on loca-
tion. The pros of working with speedlights are:

	 •	 They are small and lightweight, perfect for location work.

	 •	 They are slightly more affordable than strobes.

	 •	 They can be used with the program modes in your camera.

	 •	 Tons of great new modifiers are available for this type of flash.

	 •	 They are battery powered, so there is no need for an AC outlet.

The cons of working with speedlights are:

	 •	 They are powered by batteries (so are not as powerful as strobes).

	 •	 They have slower recycle time than strobes.

	 •	 They require adapters to mount to a light stand.

	 •	 Speedlights do not have modeling lights.

So what do you buy? If you are primarily a location shooter, stick with 
speedlights or find a battery pack for your studio strobes. If you prefer 
to work in the studio, the monolight/strobe pack may be a better equip-
ment decision for you. Start with what makes sense for how you work 
and add gear as your needs develop.

Note: Constant light 
sources don’t flash; 
they are either on or 
off. These lights are 
commonly referred to 
as “hot lights” because 
they are usually tung-
sten or halogen bulbs 
that are very hot. With 
the development of 
daylight balance fluo-
rescent bulbs and LED 
lights, which are “cold” 
constant sources, more 
photographers have 
switched to using these 
constant light sources. 
If you photograph 
newborns exclusively, 
a constant light source 
might be the way to go. 
No flashing lights to 
disturb baby, and the 
lower power allows you 
to work at wide aper-
tures, ensuring the shal-
low depth of field that 
newborn photogs love. I 
shoot kids in motion, so 
for me, a constant light 
source doesn’t have the 
power I need to freeze 
motion at low ISOs the 
way studio strobes or 
speedlights do.
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Benefits of Lighting with Flash

Off-camera lighting in the form of studio strobe flash or speedlights 
puts powerful tools at your disposal. Here are just a few of the fringe 
benefits:

•	 Predictable. Once you dial in your light position and exposure 
you can lock down your camera settings, allowing you to spend 
more time relating to your subject and less time fiddling with your 
camera.

•	 Controllable. Using flash gives you the ultimate control over light-
ing in any situation. You can mix in existing, natural light or com-
pletely overpower the sun if that’s the look you want. 

•	 Consistent. When shooting in manual mode with flash, your expo-
sure is consistent from shot to shot. Shooting with flash makes 
postproduction editing a breeze compared to the inconsistency of 
natural-light, location shooting, and this saves you time and money.

•	 Repeatable. Those happy mistakes are infinitely repeatable if 
you make note of your lighting setup and exposure controls. I 
often take a wide shot of my lighting setup to remind me of the 
setup later.

•	 Not weather dependent. Time of day and weather become irrel-
evant when you carry your light sources with you. Shoot whenever 
and wherever you want.

•	 Portable. We’ve all had those location shoots where the clients 
assure us that they have “great light” in their home, only to show 
up and find a dungeon. Rather than trying to find good light, bring 
good light with you. 

•	 Freeze-able. OK, that’s not a word, but flash allows you to freeze 
action like no other light source, and if you’re photographing kids, 
freezing action is a very good thing.
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Camera
My best advice on camera bodies is to buy the one that accommodates 
the way you actually shoot, not the camera you think you should buy. I 
learned this lesson the hard and expensive way when the Nikon D800 
was released. It had been almost four years since I’d upgraded my cam-
era, and when the D800 was announced as the camera for shooting in 
studio, I couldn’t wait to get my hands on one. I promptly dropped the 
requisite four figures and began shooting. I hated it, immediately. What I 
had failed to realize was that although I do photograph kids in a studio, I 
don’t shoot like a typical studio photographer. For instance, I don’t shoot 
on a tripod.

I am constantly in motion and my subjects are rarely, if ever, still. I should 
have realized that a camera advertised as the studio camera means that 
it has lots of resolution and is great for still subjects. The camera pro-
duced gorgeous files with amazing detail, but the focusing system just 
couldn’t run with me. So I put the D800 back in its box and, painfully, 
laid out another four figures for the Nikon D4. Why the D4? The D4 is 
the photojournalist’s workhorse; it’s made for capturing action anytime, 
anywhere in just about any light. Duh! The moral of this story is, buy the 
camera with features that facilitate how you shoot, not necessarily where 
you shoot with it. 

Sync speed
Using any type of flash requires you to know your camera’s sync speed. 
The sync speed is the fastest shutter speed at which the shutter is com-
pletely open when the flash fires. If you select a faster shutter speed than 
your sync speed, you’ll notice a shading or dark black area on one side 
of the frame. The reason is that the shutter is opening and closing faster 
than the flash can fully illuminate the scene.

Nikon and Canon cameras list their sync speeds as 1/250 of a second, 
but that is when you are using one of their dedicated speedlights (i.e., 
a Nikon- or Canon-manufactured flash). If you are using studio strobe 
lighting, your sync speed for Nikon or Canon will be closer to 1/200 of 
a second. 

Tip: To avoid buyer’s 
remorse when it comes 
to cameras, try before 
you buy. Most major 
cities have equipment 
rental houses that 
will rent cameras and 
lenses. Or you can try 
an online rental source 
like www.borrowlenses.
com. Rent a camera for 
a weekend and see if it 
fits the way you shoot. 
It’s not free, but it’s a 
lot less expensive than 
buying two cameras.
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Manual
When using flash, I shoot in all manual mode all the time. I don’t use 
any program modes through my camera, even when using a dedicated 
speedlight. Shooting in manual means my results are consistent from 
shot to shot, which saves me hours in postproduction time. Because 
every exposure in a given lighting setup will be the same, I can use the 
Sync tool in Lightroom to apply color or tonal correction to all of those 
images at once versus having to adjust each frame individually. Some 
photographers love the TTL (through the lens) metering features avail-
able through their cameras and can rock it like no other (I’m looking at 
you, Joe McNally). As for me and my studio, we’ll be over here shooting 
in manual.

Action
You have the lights and the camera, now how do you make the lights 
flash? When you’re shooting with flash units that are not attached to your 
camera, you’ll need a way to trigger the lights. You have two ways to do 
that: Use a PC cord or a PocketWizard.

PC cord
For about $20 you can get a cord that connects your camera directly to 
the light (Figure 4.6). PC cords are cheap and easy but are not recom-
mended when you’re photographing kids. It’s always good to have one 
on hand for emergencies when your other gear goes down, but with kids 
running around, PC cords can be a tripping hazard. If you want to use a 
PC cord when you’re first starting out, buy the longest cord possible and 
tape it down when you’re shooting.

PocketWizards
The industry-standard radio transceivers, PocketWizards mount to the 
hot shoe of your camera and transmit wirelessly to trigger your flash 
(Figure 4.7). Most strobes come with built-in radio receivers that work 
with the PocketWizards. Other, older strobes and speedlights require 
you to have a second PocketWizard connected to the flash to receive the 
signal sent by the PocketWizard on your camera. 
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 Start Somewhere
My first attempt at studio lighting involved a paint-covered set of garage 
lights. You know, the kind that will burn your house down when you’re 
not looking? I wasn’t a working photographer at the time and wanted to 
try out the whole studio lighting thing. I was shooting film so I knew the 
lights needed to be very bright to give me the exposure I needed, thus 
the high-beam garage lights. I used a white bedsheet in front of the lights 
to soften and diffuse the light, which seemed like a good idea until the 
smell of a smoking sheet alerted me to the fact that I had it a little too 
close to the lights.

It wasn’t the safest lighting situation, but it solidified for me that peren-
nial pearl of photographic wisdom, light is light. 

Regardless of the source, be it sunlight or flash, light is the medium and 
our job is to manipulate that medium until we get a look that we like. In 
the end, it all comes down to one thing, how does it look?

Get a light—rent one, borrow one, buy one. Put it on a stand, set your 
camera’s sync speed, and start experimenting with light. Make some 
really bad pictures and learn from those mistakes. Start somewhere.

Figure 4.6 A PC cord 
connects your camera to 
the light source (far left).

ISO 100, 1/320 sec., 
f/14, 70–200mm lens

Figure 4.7  
A PocketWizard is a  
radio transceiver that 
triggers your flash 
wirelessly (left).

ISO 100, 1/320 sec., 
f/14, 70–200mm lens
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Index
A
accent light, 92, 93
action shots, 25, 41, 152–154, 

226
alphabet letters, 204, 206
ambient light, 107, 160, 164–168, 

177
antique markets/malls, 209
aperture, 105, 107, 160, 163–165. 

See also f-stops
ATJ prop cart, 202, 204, 209, 

215
atmosphere, 220
authenticity, 10, 11–13, 236–241
available light. See ambient 

light

B
babies. See also newborns

clothing changes, 193
keeping attention of, 237
lighting, 89
naked, 33, 89, 192
posing, 226
in studio, 183
working with, 29–31, 212

background stands, 138–140
backgrounds

black, 149–152
considerations, 134
gray, 149
lighting, 93, 143–145, 147
white seamless, 136–157

base exposure, 163, 164–165, 176
Beauty Dishes

examples, 132–133
overview, 100–102
using, 106, 110, 147

bird’s-eye view, 222, 223
black and white photos, 91, 210
blankets, 27, 34, 210
boom arm, 114
boxing gloves, 202–204, 205
boys, 39, 41, 207, 233
building blocks, 210
Bumbo, 29, 30
“Butterfly” lighting, 123–126, 

152–153

C
camera angles, 220–226
camera shots. See also photos

action shots, 25, 41, 152–154, 
226

groups. See group shots
portraits. See portraits
test shots, 163, 164

cameras
client cameras on set, 219
recommendations, 79–80
renting, 79
sync speed, 79

candy, 17, 34, 208, 242
capes, superhero, 204
catchlights, 123

child photography
authenticity and, 10, 11–13, 

236–241
common mistakes, 50–51
considerations, 4
developing your style. 

See style
props, 198–215

children
babies. See babies
boys, 39, 41, 207, 233
clothing, 27, 33, 188–198, 246
communicating with, 17
developmental stages, 27–48
difficult, 20–24, 244–246
gathering information on, 

16–17
girls, 38, 39, 42, 43, 191
interaction with parents, 48
middle child, 45–46
as muses, 63–65
newborns, 27–28, 173–175
oldest child, 43–45
personality traits, 18–26
“the poser,” 24, 25
posing. See posing
preschoolers, 34–35, 

180–182, 226
sassy, 20
school-age, 35–38, 180–182
shyness, 17, 18, 243
siblings, 43–48, 232–233
slow to warm up, 18–19
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exposure pentagon, 105–107
exposure triangle, 105
eyebrows, 247
eyes, 123, 244, 247

F
family dynamics, 43–49, 232
family photos, 6, 176–179, 

273–274
feathering light, 118–123
feet, 229, 247
fill light, 92, 93, 99
flags, 104
flash

benefits of, 78
considerations, 72–73, 94, 95, 

111, 166
lighting on location, 160–166
manual mode, 78, 80, 163, 

177
mixing with ambient light, 

160, 161, 167
off-camera, 72–73, 78, 160
on-camera, 72, 73
PC cords, 80, 81
PocketWizards, 80, 81
power of, 105, 107
proximity of, 105, 107
sync speed and, 79

flash meter, 109
flash power, 161
food, 29, 33, 208, 211, 242.  

See also candy; snacks
f-stops, 105, 107, 108. See also 

aperture
furniture props, 198–202

G
gaffer tape, 114
garage sales, 209
Gator-foam, 101

directing photo shoots, 216–247
camera angles, 220–226
capturing expressions, 

235–241
challenging kids, 244–246
common problems, 243–244
considerations, 216, 218
creating atmosphere, 220
director profiles, 221
Lucy studio shoot, 252
managing energy on set, 242
posing kids, 226–235
preparing for, 219–220
prompted reality, 236–241
rules, 218–219
Samantha studio shoot, 258
showing relationhips, 

230–233
unexpected elements, 

246–247
discipline, 244–246
dolls, 210
dress-up clothes, 210
Dropbox, 62

E
editing photos

importance of, 268
for style, 59
tips for, 56

emotion, evoking, 6, 8, 55, 213
equipment. See gear
estate sales, 209
Evernote, 62
exposure

base, 163, 164–165, 176
photographing on location, 

161–165
white seamless backgrounds, 

145–146
exposure checklist, 161–165

styling, 188–198, 250–251
toddlers, 32–33, 226, 229, 

237
tweens, 38–40, 233, 254–255
“the wild card,” 25–26, 27, 

244–247
youngest child, 46–48

clients. See parents
clothing, 188–198. See also 

costumes
babies/toddlers, 33, 188, 189, 

193
color in, 194, 195–198, 255, 

258
cost of, 193
details, 193
do’s and don’ts, 192–193
dress-up, 210
exaggerated elements in, 191
getting kid’s buy-in, 190
groups of children, 193–197
hats, 207
layers, 192
multiple changes, 193
newborns, 27
selecting, 188–191, 198
shoes, 193
sports uniforms, 192
standouts, 197
worn by photographer, 246

color
in clothing, 195–198, 255, 258
mid-key lighting and, 89

cords, PC, 80, 81
costumes, 202–209, 214–215
C-stands, 138–140
cutters, 104
cyc walls (cycloramas), 140–143

D
Day in the Life series, 180–182
developmental stages, 27–48
diffusers, 94–98
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studio. See studio lighting
subtractive, 104

lighting gear, 70–81. See also 
gear

Beauty Dishes. See Beauty 
Dishes

C-stands, 138–140
diffusers, 94–98
example of, 106
flash. See flash
gobos, 101, 104
grip equipment, 114–115
honeycomb grids, 102–104, 

106, 127–129
light stands, 106, 114
lights, 74–78
monolights, 75, 95, 106
Octabanks. See Octabanks
PocketWizards, 80, 81
reflectors, 98–100
speedlights, 74, 77
strobes, 74, 76–77, 106, 111
V-flats, 98–100, 101, 104, 106

location lighting, 158–183
checklists, 160, 161–165
equipment, 172
exposure, 161–165
families on location, 173–176
flash techniques, 160–166
lighting styles, 165–172
overview, 158
studio vs. on location, 167, 

172
Lucy photo shoot, 249–253
luggage, 207

M
manual mode, 78, 80, 163, 177
midtones, 89, 194
MOMA (Museum of Modern 

Art), 271–272
monolights, 75, 95, 106

lenses, 79, 176
letters, alphabet, 204, 206
light. See also lighting

ambient, 107, 160, 164–168, 
177

amount of, 134
background, 93, 143–145, 147
concentrating, 100–104
considerations, 72
distance from subject, 

108–114, 134, 161
feathering, 118–123
fill, 92, 93, 99
hair, 92, 93
hot vs. cold, 77
keys of, 86–92, 93
kicker (accent), 92, 93
measuring, 105–108
natural, 72, 94, 105, 181
quality vs. quantity, 105
sunlight, 94, 181

light banks, 96
light modifiers, 94–105, 120
light sources, 74–80, 108–111
light stands, 106, 114
lighting. See also light; studio 

lighting
for action, 152–154
blink of light, 167
catchlights, 123
common mistakes, 134–135
key of, 86–92, 93
on location. See location 

lighting
Lucy photo shoot, 251–252
modifying light source, 

94–105, 120
Samantha photo shoot, 

255–257
from side, 154
soft vs. hard, 111–113
spotlights, 132–135, 259–261

gear. See also lighting gear
camera bodies, 79–80
lenses, 79, 176
lighting. See lighting gear
on location, 172
PC cords, 80, 81

girls, 38, 39, 42, 43, 191
gobos, 101, 104
grids, honeycomb, 102–104, 106, 

127–129
grids/grid spots, 127–129, 132
grip equipment, 114–115, 126
group shots

lighting, 119–122
styling, 194–197

H
hair, 193
hair light, 92, 93
haircuts, 193
hands, 228, 247
hats, 207
high camera angle, 222, 223
highlights, clipped, 109
home décor stores, 209
honeycomb grids, 102–104, 106, 

127–129

I
inspiration, 62
ISO setting, 105, 107, 161

K
key light, 86–92, 93
kicker light, 92, 93

L
LCD screen, 109
Legos, 210
lens flare, 130, 147
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vs. snapshots, 6–7, 11
white seamless, 136–157
window-light, 111–113

posing, 226–235
basic poses, 227–229
camera awareness, 230
cheesy smile, 243
overview, 226
relationships, 230–233
same pose, different year, 

234
postproduction, 78, 80, 155–157, 

163
preschoolers, 34–35, 180–182, 

226
printing photos, 268–269
professionalism, 266, 267–268, 

275
prompted reality, 236–241
props, 198–215

blankets, 27, 34, 210
food as, 210–212
over-the-top, 214–215
parents as, 212
pets as, 212
as symbols, 213
toys, 34, 210
where to find, 209

R
reality, prompted, 236–241
reflections, 123
reflectors, 98–100
relationships, 63–65
Rembrandt lighting pattern, 

127–129
respect, 17
rubber gun, 207

Photek Softlighter, 98
photo shoots

directing. See directing 
photo shoots

laying groundwork for, 16–17
music during, 220, 240–241, 

242
photographers

clarifying intention, 8–9
common mistakes/solutions, 

266–275
delivering/installation, 273
editing/printing work, 

268–269
imitation, 55
professionalism, 266, 

267–268, 275
providing direction/opinions, 

267, 269–271
photography, 62, 63. See also 

child photography
photos. See also camera shots

black and white, 91, 210
Day in the Life series, 180–182
delivering/installing, 273
editing. See editing photos
groups. See group shots
portraits. See portraits
postproduction, 78, 80, 

155–157, 163
printing, 268–269
test shots, 163, 164

Pinterest, 62
PocketWizards, 80, 81
portraits

authenticity and, 10, 11–13, 
236–241

capturing “the real kid,” 11–13
evoking emotion, 6, 8
groups. See group shots
overview, 6–11
same pose, different year, 

234

mouths, 244, 247
Museum of Modern Art 

(MOMA), 271–272
music, 220, 240–241, 242

N
natural light, 72, 94, 105, 181
ND (neutral density) filters, 111, 

176
neutral camera angle, 222, 223
neutral density (ND) filters, 111, 

176
newborns. See also babies

at home, 173–175
working with, 27–28

notebooks, 62

O
Octabanks

overview, 97
seamless, 106
Up and Over setup, 123–126
working with, 94, 95, 97, 106, 

110
one-light silhouettes, 129–131

P
pacifiers, 210
Panda Eye Effect, 123–124
paper, white seamless, 138–139
parents

assistance from, 33
bringing own camera to set, 

219
consulting with, 16–17
interaction with children, 48
as props, 212

PC cords, 80, 81
pets, 212
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T
test shots, 163, 164
through the lens (TTL) 

metering, 80
toddlers, 32–33, 226, 229, 237
toes, 229, 247
toy trains/trucks, 210
toys, 34, 210
trunks, 207
TTL (through the lens) 

metering, 80
tweens, 38–40, 233, 254–255

U
umbrellas, 95, 147, 167
“Up and Over” lighting, 123–126, 

152–153

V
V-flats, 98–100, 101, 104, 106

W
websites, 79, 101, 181, 199, 209
white seamless background, 

136–157
window-light portraits, 111–113
worm’s eye view, 222, 223

Z
Z-boards (Zebra boards), 101
Zebra boards (Z-boards), 101

key of light, 86–92, 93
light as a window, 111–113
limiting variables, 107–108
main lighting scheme, 93–94
measuring light, 105–108
mood, 86–92
moving light, 108–114
one light, five ways, 116–135
one-light silhouette 

technique, 129–131
in relation to subject, 108–111
Rembrandt lighting pattern, 

127–129
spotlights, 132–135, 259–261
subtractive lighting, 104
“Up and Over” lighting, 

123–126, 152–153
studio shoots

Lucy, 249–253
Samantha, 254–261

stuffed animals, 210
style, 52–67

developing critical eye, 
54–56

editng for, 59
experimentation, 66–67
figuring out what you’re 

drawn to, 57–63
find your muses, 63–65
learn by doing, 66
working on, 54–56

styling
groups, 194–197
kids, 188–198, 250–251
tweens, 254–255

subtractive lighting, 104
sun flare, 181
sunglasses, 204, 207
sunlight, 94, 181
superhero capes, 204
Surreal Skies look, 168–172
symbols, props as, 213
sync speed, 79, 107

S
Samantha photo shoot, 254–261
sandbags, 114
school-age children, 35–38, 

180–182
shadow transfer, 94
shoes, 193
shots. See camera shots
shoulders, 247
shutter speed

considerations, 107
described, 105, 160
photographing on location, 

163, 164–165
sync speed, 79

shyness, 17, 18, 243
siblings, 43–48, 232–233
silhouettes, 129–131, 256–257
skies, surreal, 168–172
smartphones, 62
smiling, 243
snacks, 29, 33, 34. See also 

food
snapshots, 6–7, 11. See also 

portraits
softboxes, 96, 106, 108
Softlighter, 98
speedlights, 74, 77
sports uniforms, 192
spotlights, 132–135, 259–261
strip banks, 98
strobe lights, 74, 76–77, 106, 111
strobe pack system, 76–77, 106
studio lighting, 82–114. See also 

light; lighting
action, 80
basic, 104–105
checklist, 107
common mistakes, 134–135
considerations, 94
feathering light, 118–123
grids/grid spots, 127–129, 132
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