How to take great photos
of your children
Photographing children is fun, fast-paced and immensely rewarding.
Here are my top tips for capturing beautiful photos that your
family will treasure for generations to come.
by Karen Lucas
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Find the Best Light
Before you start clicking, check where the light is coming
from and how it’s lighting the child’s face.
If there are harsh shadows in the eye sockets or to one side
of the nose (photo left), move to a shady area where the
light is softer (photo bottom left). There should be no strong
shadows anywhere across the face.
Ideally, try to photograph with the light coming from
behind you so that the child is facing towards the
light.
The most flattering light can be found:
• On cloudy days
• In the shade

X The harsh light is unflattering

and the pole coming out of the
head is distracting.
Auto | ISO 100 | f6.3 | 1/125s

• Near an open door or big window (indoors)
• When the light comes from slightly above and behind
the photographer’s shoulder.
Add flash or a reflector if necessary to fill in unattractive
shadows, especially in the eye sockets.

TIP: When working in the shade, the photo can look
quite grey and lifeless. Use a warming White Balance like
Daylight to enhance colour and skin tones.

AVOID:

Move into the shade where the
light is softer and more flattering
and look for attractive
backgrounds.
I added a Reflector to subtly
lighten the shadows and a
Daylight White Balance to warm
skin tones.
Av/A | ISO 800 | f4 | 1/500s |
Daylight WB | +2/3 Exposure
Correction | Reflector

•

Overhead light (midday sun or indoor ceiling
lights) that creates unattractive shadows in the
eye sockets, under the nose, cheekbones, etc.

•

Patchy light streaming through overhead
vegetation that can cause dappled shadows
across the face or body

•

Strong, directional light that casts harsh
shadows across the face
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Watch the background
It’s easy to ruin a great photo by not paying attention
to the background. Always check what’s behind the
child and ensure the background complements the
portrait.
The best backgrounds are simple and clutter-free:
• Walls and floors make great backgrounds and come in
a variety of colours and textures.
• A wall of vegetation is another attractive option, but
beware of the odd splash of colour from vibrant flowers
which can steal the eye of the viewer

X

A beautiful photo, but a
shame those scooters in the
background are touching the
child’s head.
Av/A | ISO 1250 | f4 | 1/400s |
Daylight WB | +2/3 Exposure
Correction

• Add interest to your shots with colourful, textured or
patterned backgrounds such as the bark of a tree trunk,
a sandy beach, or the blue of a swimming pool.

AVOID:
•

Distractions like bins or awkward shapes jutting out from
behind the child, especially if it ‘touches’ the head

•

Bright or very colourful objects in the background which
may distract the attention away from the child

•

Other people behind the child unless they’re there for a
reason

•

Objects in the background that appear to be balancing
on the head, making it look like the child is wearing a
very strange hat

From this angle I was able
to frame out the distracting
things behind the child’s head
to create a simpler, clean and
more professional-looking
portrait.
Av/A | ISO 1250 | f4 | 1/400s |
Daylight WB | +2/3 Exposure
Correction
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Get your settings right
You’ve usually only got seconds to capture that memorable shot so make sure you’ve
prepared your camera ahead of time. You’ll need to adjust your camera settings
depending on what the lighting conditions are like, which lens you’re using and how fast
the child is moving.

Auto Mode isn’t very
reliable, especially
when used indoors. The
flash fires automatically
in Auto but the camera
doesn’t always set a shutter
speed fast enough to avoid
movement blur and in this
shot the child’s face is a bit
blurry.
The low angle is good but
the background is quite
distracting.
Auto | ISO 400 | f5.6 | 1/60s
Flash Fired Automatically

The best mode to use
indoors is Av/A with
a wide Aperture such as f4.
You’ll need a fairly high ISO
like 1600 or higher to get a
Shutter Speed fast enough
to avoid the movement blur
of active children.
I used a roll of white
backdrop paper draped
over the back of a sofa to
create a photo that looks
like it was taken in a studio.
Av/A | ISO 1600 | f4 | 1/400s
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Camera Settings for Portraits
Try these shoot modes:

Beginner photographer: Portrait Mode
• Typically this mode sets a shallow Depth of Field (resulting in a blurry
background) so it’s suitable for photographing Individual Portraits, but may not be up to
the task of photographing groups
• This mode will set a shutter speed that’s fast enough for hand-held shooting, but not
always fast enough to avoid movement blur so the child must be sitting still

Intermediate photographer: Program (P) or Aperture Priority (Av/A)
• Set Picture Style/Control to Portrait to reduce contrast and improve skin tones
• For an Individual Portrait set a wide aperture such as f4 or lower (f2.8, f1.4, etc.).
For a Group Portrait set aperture of f8 or f11 so that everyone is sharp. Always focus on
the closest person to you when photographing a group
• Increase ISO as necessary to ensure the shutter speed is fast enough to avoid camerashake and movement blur. Your shutter speed should be at least 1/125s for a still portrait
or faster if the child is moving (laughing, waving their hands, crawling, etc.)
• Set the Drive mode to Low Speed Continuous or Burst mode so that you can click, click,
click at the press of the shutter button and capture the perfect expression
• Set a middle Focus Point and lock focus on one of the eyes before recomposing
• Adjust White Balance (WB) as necessary to enhance colour and add flash if you need
to fill in unattractive shadows

This photo was taken
in a shady part of the
garden where the light was
soft and flattering.
I placed the boy quite far
from the vegetation and
set a low f-stop of f4 to
create that beautiful blurry
background.
To add an extra sparkle in
the eyes and soften the
shadows a bit, I also used a
silver Reflector.
Av/A | ISO 800 | f4 |
1/200s | Daylight WB |
+2/3 Exposure Correction |
Reflector
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Camera Settings for Movement
Try these shoot modes:

Beginner photographer: Sports Mode
• This mode works well in bright, outdoor conditions. You may end up with
blurred movement photos if photographing in the shade or indoors using this
mode.

Intermediate photographer: Shutterspeed Priority (Tv/S)
• You could set Picture Style/Control to Portrait for close-up
shots or something more colourful like Landscape or Vivid

• Set a fast speed of around 1/500s to freeze the movement

TIP: When

• Use Auto ISO if your camera has it, or manually increase ISO
to get rid of any exposure errors (look for a blinking f-stop or
an exposure slider that’s drifted into minus)
• Set the focus method to Continuous AF (AI SERVO)
• Set either a single focus point, or a cluster of focus points
or all the focus points, and track the subject using the
focus points you’ve selected
• Set the Drive mode to High Speed Continuous or Burst
mode so that you can click, click, click to capture the
perfect moment.
• Adjust white balance as necessary to enhance colour.

When photographing

children on the move,
it’s often best to shoot in
Tv/S mode so that you
can set a speed that’s
fast enough to freeze the
movement .
A speed of 1/500s or faster
is ideal.
Tv/S | ISO 1600 | f4 |
1/500s

photographing
action, you’ve
got a much better
chance of freezing the
movement and avoiding
blurred photos when
photographing outdoors
on a bright, sunny day
when shutter speeds are
faster.
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Create natural smiles and laughter
Children rarely look good when they smile on tap.
Instead of asking them to smile, give them a reason to
smile.
• Make sure the children are comfortable - find
something for them to sit on, lean on, climb up, peak
through, etc.
• Make the Session fun! Entertain and amuse: play
games, make silly noises, get them to run, jump…
whatever it takes to encourage big smiles and natural
laughter.

AVOID:
•

Keeping children waiting while you fiddle with your camera
settings. Once they get bored and restless, your job
becomes twice as hard to capture happy, fun portraits.
Prepare the camera in advance and take test shots so that
when the children are in front of the camera all you need to
do is encourage natural smiles and get creative with your
compositions.

•

Getting angry and impatient. If you’re not getting the
photos you want, put the camera down and play with the
children for a while until you’re all in a better frame of mind.

X Asking children to pose for
a photo and ‘smile’ rarely
produces great results.

Auto | ISO 100 | f5.6 | 1/100s

TIP: The children
don’t always have
to be looking at the
camera.
Some of my favourite family
photos are candid moments
of the children looking at or
laughing with other family
members.

Give children a fun activity to do and you’ll get loads of beautiful,
natural smiles and laughter.
Av/A | ISO 800 | f5.6 | 1/500s | Daylight WB | Reflector

5

Frame your shots more creatively

Photos of children in the
middle of the frame, taken
from the parent’s eye-level
are quite predictable.
To add creativity to your
shots, try these simple
tricks.

X Framing the child in the middle of the scene is ok for some shots, but gets

boring if all your photos look ike this. The shot is too dark (underexposed)
so we need to adjust Expsoure Compensation to improve the brightness.
Auto | ISO 400 | f4 | 1/100s

• Get down to the child’s eye level or even lower to bring the viewer into the
child’s world

AVOID:
•

•

Boring compositions
where the child is
always in the middle
of the frame.
Chopping off hands
and feet with the edge
of the frame

• Use the Rule of Thirds to help you position the child away from the centre of
the frame to make the shot more dynamic and encourage the viewer’s eye
to rove around the frame
• Vary your perspective and create the unexpected by moving up, down, left
and right around the child
• Try taking the same shot with a telephoto versus wide angle lens and notice
the different effects
• If you’re in the habit of always shooting vertically or always horizontally, switch
it up... try a vertical shot, then a horizontal... or even a diagonal shot to add a
quirky element.

To add more visual tension to your photos, use the Rule of Thirds to
position the child on the right or left of the frame, looking into the picture.
Av/A | ISO 1250 | f4 | 1/200s | Daylight WB | +2/3 Exposure Correction

Meet the Expert

Karen Lucas is an award-winning photographer whose
photos have featured in leading publications such as
Straits Times, Asian Geographic and Expat Living. She’s
an expert at working with families and children and
capturing natural smiles and beautiful moments. Her
works have been exhibited at the Affordable Photo Fair
and Asian Geographic One Asia festival and she’s been
a guest judge for numerous Photo Competitions.
Founder of the Baobab Photography
School & Studio in Singapore in 2007,
Karen has a rare gift for explaining
technical concepts in a step-by-step,
easy-to-understand manner and her
students rave about her professionalism,
creativity, enthusiasm and commitment to
students’ learning.
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