
4 Basics to using Manual Mode: 

 

1. Set your White Balance. When I go to a session or even an indoor birthday party, I always adjust 
my white balance. If I am shooting in any manual mode (M, A, & S on the NIKON Dial) I take a 
look around and above. What is my main light source? I set my white balance according to the 
light provided. In your settings for white balance there will be several options to pick from.  
a.) Sunlight 
b.) Shade 
c.) Cloudy 
d.) Incandescent (lightbulb) 
e.) Fluorescent  

Homework: Pick a non-moving object to photograph. Take 1 picture of the object on each white 
balance setting and watch the color cast change. It’s very cool. You will see the importance of 
having the correct white balance next time you shoot.  

2. ISO- this refers to your camera’s image sensor. Usually ISO’s start around 100 and can climb as 
high as 3200! What’s best? Depends on the light provided. I keep mine low as long as I have 
plenty of light. If in a darker room or it’s getting late outside, I will bump up my ISO a bit to make 
sure I can get an accurate exposure. Raising your ISO will make up for the lack of light in your 
exposure. Also, the higher your ISO setting the more ‘grain’ you will see in your image. Back in 
the day of film, photographers bought and used filmed based on where and when they were 
going to shoot.   
 
Homework: Under your ISO start at your lowest and work your way up. Try this in broad daylight 
and watch your image get whiter as your ISO climbs. In a darker setting, maybe just indoors or 
the later evening you will need a higher ISO for a better exposure. Zoom in on your captured 
images and see the grain become more defined as your ISO number gets higher. If someone tells 
you, your image looks ‘grainy’, probably because your ISO was set at a higher number. 

  

3. Aperture AKA F-stop 
The aperture is how much light you allow into your camera. You can have it wide open at a f-
stop of 1.8 or close it down to the size of a pin head at an f-stop of 22. Remember the larger the 
f-stop, the smaller the opening, the more light you will need for your proper exposure. How are 
you going to make up for that? Either bumping your ISO or adjusting your Shutter speed (coming 
up next!)  
The aperture controls your plane of focus. The lower the number (wider the opening) will give 
you a smaller focus plane allowing you to achieve the dreamy blur in your image. The larger the 
f-stop the smaller the opening and you will get a deep depth of field.  
 
Homework: Pick a non-moving subject. Set your white balance and ISO according to the light 
provided. Start at your lowest aperture (adjusting your shutter speed as well for proper 
exposure,) work your way up the f-stop scale and watch your depth of field grow. 



 
4. Shutter Speed aka SS 

The SS is how fast your camera takes the image. It is measured in fractions of a second (or 
longer if you are into night photography).  Your SS and F-stop work together to create the 
perfect exposure. As long as you set it that way. Your camera has a built in light meter that 
when all 3, white balance, ISO and F-stop are set you can set your SS to bring your exposure 
meter to 0 or right smack in the middle for a perfect exposure. You can adjust it a little over and 
it will be slightly brighter, or a tad under and watch your shadows grow darker. The faster the SS 
the crisper the action in the shot. The slower the SS the more blur you will get in your action 
shot.  
When adjusting the F-stop and SS the smaller the F-stop number the faster the SS and vice 
versa. This reasoning is the F-stop being opened so wide allowing light to flood the exposed 
image. Therefore, the camera needs to take the picture faster to stop the image from being 
overexposed (or too white).  
 
Homework: find a stationary moving object, etc. running water, fan and keep your focus on the 
same spot. Starting at the lower SS and higher F-stop and work your way up the SS and down 
the f-stop scale and your image will go from a blurred action to a sports frozen action.  
 
Now it’s your turn to put all for basics together. Remember, you are in control of your camera. 
You set all the manual settings adjusting them to the light or preference of how you want the 
final image to turn out. It takes time to do it quickly. Practice on stationary objects in different 
light settings.  


