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How to make your digital photographs look better

A few years ago Rod
Stewart had a song called
“Every Picture Tells a Story.” And there certainly is
some truth in that title,
but some pictures certainly tell stories better than
others. Most of my articles
have been related to the
technical side of image
capture, but this one will
address composition, the
artistic side of imagery.
Keep in mind what is
considered art is totally
subjective. What some
people may rave about,
others may despise. If you
like your images, than you
really don’t need to read
any further. But if your
friends don’t share your
enthusiasm for your photos, perhaps your images
can benefit from some improvement with these
tips.
Pre-visualize the image
you want to record before
bringing the camera to
your eye. After doing this,
adjust your camera’s settings, exposure, focal
length, etc, so you can get
that image. If you don’t
see the image in your
mind, you probably won’t
find it by randomly
searching through the
viewfinder.
To go along with this
idea, anticipate your image. Most point and shoot
cameras suffer from an effect called shutter lag.
This is the delay in the
camera’s responsiveness
as you press the shutter. If
you depress the shutter
halfway down in anticipation of the image, you can
usually get the image you
want instead of missing it
by a fraction of a second.
Get you subject closer
and fill the frame with
your your subject. One of
my friends frequently
sends me links to their latest family photos posted
on the Web. I truly enjoy
seeing them, but I have to
look closely to see the subjects, which are a small
part of the entire image.
You don’t have to always
show the surroundings of
your subject to convey
what is happening. A recent shot of my daughter
wearing a life jacket and
riding in a boat taken horizontally had a lot of wasted space. You couldn’t see
the boat and the background was out of focus.
Moving in to show her expression, seeing the life
jacket, and her flowing
hair conveyed the story.
Most cameras have zoom
lenses that allow photographers to get very close to
your subject. Take advantage of it.

When are files really erased?
As a cost-conscious shopper I was very delighted to
see a 500 GB external hard drive selling for $45 in a
close out bin at a local office supply store. I grabbed it
without hesitation. Upon opening the box, I could tell
that the unit had been opened before, figuring it was a
display unit or someone had returned it. Having had
luck with returns and refurbished, I pushed forward
and continued to setup the drive.
Well, within a few minutes, I realized the drive was
defective as it started generating write delay errors
and some of the information I had copied to it vanished.
It was a no-brainer that this drive had been returned
and simply put back out for sale. I turned to one of my
data recovery programs and started the process of looking for my missing data. Because of the size of the
drive, the process required an overnight run. What
turned up the next morning was a big surprise. Not only did the data I had copied turn up, but another 450
GB of information that belonged to someone else! Music, pictures, word documents, email, financial records.
Realizing this could be a sensitive situation, I poked
through enough information to learn who it belonged
to, which happened to be another area resident.
I contacted the person, reporting that I had found all
this data. That person reported that he had trouble
with the drive, erased the data, and taken it back to the
place of purchase. Apparently the store didn’t think the
unit was defective and put it back out for resale.
The point of this story is when is your data really
erased? The answer may not be so simple. You know
that if you delete files in Windows by sending it to the
Recycle Bin, the data is still there until you empty the
bin. But an experienced computer user knows that the
data is still on the drive and can be retrieved unless it
is overwritten.
Well before returning the drive to the store, my assistant Chris Seewald found an erasing utility on the
Web which writes 0’s over the entire drive which in effect wipes out the data by writing over it which is different than erasing it. Just for an experiment he tried
the file recovery program and again it recovered most
of the data. That was eye-opening.
So if you are passing on a hard drive that has any
sensitive data on it, you may want to give thought to
being sure it is truly erased. A web search will easily
find numerous free programs for wiping your drive.
Perhaps you may even want to use more than one. But
I guess the only way to be sure your data doesn’t end
up in the wrong hands is to physically destroy the
drive. In years past I had read stories of our government destroying hard drives to truly get rid of sensitive
data. I thought it was rather extreme, but now I know
why.
You can still frame
your picture after the fact
by easily cropping the image in your photo editing
software. Today’s cameras
record enough data that
you can easily crop images
and still retain sharpness.
Don’t forget about aspect
ratio, the popular print
sizes of 4x6, 5x7, and 8x10
are all different aspect ratios and are not a progressive enlargement in sizes.
And, when working with
your image editing soft-

ware, be sure to crop a
copy of the original file.
It doesn’t cost you any
more to take a few extra
pictures so if the opportunity exists, take multiple
pictures of the same subjects. Invariably when I
take group shot, someone
is not paying attention;
you get bad expressions or
closed eyes. By taking a
number of similar shots,
you can hopefully beat the
odds by having a few pictures to choose from. Also

PHOTO PROVIDED

The story of the above
image is our model enjoying a rain shower
even if the rain is not
visible. Cropping the image vertically, like at left,
tells the story better.

if your photo editing skills
are good enough, you can
swap a head.
Shoot vertically. Many
photographers don’t think
to shoot in the vertical
mode, but many pictures
are improved by simply
rotating the camera 90 degrees. For example, if the
areas to the left or right of
your subject add nothing
to the picture, think vertical. If you are photographing a group of people, of
course you would want to
record horizontally, but if
you are taking a picture of
just one person you can
probably fill the frame
easily by simply turning
the camera vertically. Personally, I shoot so many
vertical images that I
have vertical grips mounted on my cameras for easier holding and duplicate
shutter controls. And this
may be obvious, but not to
all, this tip does not apply
to video. Think about it.

Include foreground objects to add depth to your
image. For example if you
are taking a picture from
a scenic vista, the viewer
does not get the same feeling of spaciousness as simply including something
like a tree branch in a corner of the image to add a
dimension of depth.
Watch for distracting
objects. After the picture
is taken, we all too often
notice things like telephone poles and power
lines that detract from the
image. Years ago in the
fall, I shot a wedding party in Brandon Park. I
placed the group in a nice
natural setting. Concentrating on the bride and
groom, I didn’t notice that
one of the bridesmaids,
dressed in a beautiful teal
dress, was standing directly in line with a small
tree. The branches appeared to come out of her
back making her look like

a peacock. It was amusing, but did take a few
minutes of editing to cover
up the gaffe and it would
have been a lot easier if I
had had the person take a
step one direction or the
other.
Avoid putting the central point of interest in
very center of the image
as well as the horizon.
Nothing indicates an amateur louder than when
your subject is dead center
in the photo. Some camera’s autofocus confirmation indicators are in the
center of the viewfinder.
After you have confirmed
focus, and while still partially holding down the
shutter button, reposition
the camera into a more interesting arangement.
This leads us into the
Rule of Thirds, a pillar in
the art of composition. Pictures become more interesting, if the point of interest is off center. More
specifically, if you were to
draw a tic tac toe pattern
in your viewfinder, and
then place the point of interest on one of the intersecting points, the image
becomes more visually interesting. Some cameras
even have the option to
display this grid to help in
composing images.
Now having made a
number of points for better composition, any artist
will tell you that rules are
meant for breaking. So go
ahead and break them if
the photo tells a better story, but be sure you don’t
use rule breaking as an
excuse for poor images.

Broadband map, priced at more than $100 million, runs into cost questions

WASHINGTON (AP) — The
national stimulus package
passed by Congress in February
may have been too enthusiastic
about spending money on one
particular project: figuring out
where broadband Internet access
is available and how fast it is.
The $787 billion stimulus bill
championed by the Obama administration set aside up to
$350 million to create a national
broadband map that could guide
policies aimed at expanding
high-speed Internet access.
That $350 million tag struck
some people in the telecommunications industry as excessive,
compared with existing, smaller
efforts. The map won’t even be
done in time to help decide
where to spend much of the $7.2
billion in stimulus money earmarked for broadband programs.
Now it appears the final cost
won’t be as high as $350 million
— though just how much it will
be is unclear.
To ensure the mapping money is used ‘‘in a fiscally prudent
manner,’’ the National Telecommunications and Information
Administration
signaled
Wednesday it would initially
spend more than $100 million,
and then reassess the program.
The agency, which is part of
the Commerce Department, said
it has received requests for $107
million in funding for projects
that would map broadband in in-

dividual states over the first two
years. The states want another
$26 million for various purposes
over five years, including steps
to encourage broadband demand. On top of that, the NTIA
will have to spend more money
to collate the statewide maps into a national one.
But while the map should
run much less than the $350
million cap set by Congress, the
total still looks like it will be far
higher than estimates based on
the costs of smaller mapping
programs in individual states.
In North Carolina, for instance, state broadband authority e-NC spends at most
$275,000 per year on maintaining a map of broadband availability in the state, detailed
enough to list individual addresses, according to executive
director Jane Smith Patterson.
Rory Altman, director at
telecommunications consulting
firm Altman Vilandrie & Co.,
which has helped clients map
broadband availability in some areas, said $350 million was a ‘‘ridiculous’’ amount of money to spend on
a national broadband map.
Even $100 million might be
high. The firm could create a national broadband map for $3.5
million, and ‘‘would gladly do it
for $35 million,’’ Altman said.
Dave Burstein, editor of the
DSL Prime broadband industry
newsletter, believes a reasonable cost for the map would be

less than $30 million.
The map should reveal what
most individuals already know:
whether their homes can get
broadband, and how fast it is.
Officially, the goal for the map is
to help shape broadband policy
and determine where best to invest government funds. It may
also help consumers shopping
for Internet service.
However, the map won’t be
ready in time to influence the
first round of broadband grants
and loans funded by the stimulus package. That money will
start going out this fall. And the
map likely won’t be finished before February’s scheduled release of a national broadband
plan being developed by the
Federal Communications Commission, which is also mandated
by the stimulus bill.
About two-thirds of U.S.
homes already have broadband.
It’s available to many more, perhaps 90 percent of homes, but
the figure is uncertain because
of the lack of authoritative nationwide studies. The cable industry alone says it covers 92
percent of U.S. households.
When the Pew Internet and
American Life Project surveyed
people who didn’t have broadband in 2007 and 2008, it found
that most of them aren’t interested in it, find the Internet too
hard to use, or don’t have computers. Lack of available broadband was the third most com-

mon reason.
Still, there is concern that the
U.S. is falling behind other countries in the reach and speed of its
Internet connections, and that
this might hinder economic
growth. Advocates of expanding
broadband also worry that some
rural areas might never get
high-speed Internet because
service providers don’t see a payoff in extending their lines there.
Identifying those areas will
be a major thrust of the mapping
project. The maps will show
broadband availability, type
(phone or cable, for example)
and speeds for each small cluster
of homes, roughly equivalent to
a city block in urban areas.
Each state’s grant for mapping will go to either a nonprofit
or a government agency. Internet service providers have already committed to handing
over data about where they have
broadband coverage, so the main
job will be to collect and translate that information into a map.
Mark Seifert, who is overseeing the broadband grant and
mapping programs at the NTIA,
offers several reasons why the
federal government may spend
proportionally more on mapping
than some states. For one thing,
he said, most efforts that have
been done in states have focused
on so-called ‘‘last-mile’’ connections that link homes and businesses with the broader infrastructure of the Internet. The

NTIA also wants extensive data
on that behind-the-scenes Internet infrastructure.
What’s more, since much of
the mapping data will come
from phone and cable companies, the NTIA wants the information to be independently verified — which could involve
knocking on doors to confirm
where broadband is and is not
available and conducting other
on-the-ground checks.
‘‘You can spend less money
on a map ... but you get what
you pay for,’’ he said. ‘‘Data costs
money.’’
Although the map will not be
done in time to guide this round
of broadband funding in the
stimulus package, it could prove
useful for later broadband deployment programs. And it
could help set priorities in the
years ahead for huge federal
programs such as the Universal
Service Fund and the Rural
Utilities Service, which spend
billions of dollars annually to
subsidize telecom services.
In addition to the NTIA’s
mapping project, there’s a parallel push at the FCC to gather
more detailed data on broadband subscribers. Both efforts
are designed to aid the Obama
administration’s goal of ‘‘datadriven decision making’’ in setting telecom policy, said Colin
Crowell, a senior counselor to
FCC Chairman Julius Genachowski.

