
 Photography 
 
Photography is a wonderful tool with which to connect a child to nature. Not all kids 
will take to it, but in every group one or two will enjoy making pictures.  
 
This is not a how-to section on photography, although you will find a few basic 
guidelines at the bottom of this page. The web and bookstores have ample articles, titles 
and courses devoted to that, rather we want to provide a framework for what you do.  
 
RAVE 
 
A Trademarked initiative of the International League of Conservation Photographers, 
RAVE stands for Rapid Assessment Visual Expedition. Primarily used as a conservation 
tool, it works as follows:  
 
A full visual and media assessment is carried out in a short period of time by a multi-
disciplinary team that includes several specialized photographers (landscape, wildlife, 
macro, camera trapping, portraiture), writers and cameramen. Their job is to bring back 
a comprehensive media portrait of a conservation issue or threat in a very short period 
of time. 
 
The results are then collated into stories and visual formats for release to the press. The 
aim is to raise awareness or draw attention to an area that is in critical need of 
protection. A simple photo of a pelican covered in oil can achieve more to inform the 
public than a scientific article.  
 
The use of photos to highlight endangered landscapes and environmental issues has a 
longstanding heritage in America but the ILCP’s RAVE strategy takes this to an 
organized and focused level.  
 
You can do exactly the same with your class or family, or a few members of the group 
who would like to try this approach.  
 
It’s not difficult to come up with an endangered species or habitat in our bioregion, but 
that’s not required. Any of the local sites listed in hidden-corner.org will work.  
 
Local species and habitats that are under threat include the Channel Islands Fox, Snowy 
Plover, Red-Legged Frog, Savanna Oak Woodland, dune vegetation and even creeks. 
 
Participants can focus on a species, a variety of species and their habitat, or on a 
landscape. All of the points made about observation for nature journaling will apply 
here. It also helps to keep the RAVE specialties in mind—a few thoughts about those 
are provided below.  
 
Landscape photographers look at the big picture, the vistas, the settings, the water 
bodies, mountains and forests. They are particularly attuned to what the weather is 
doing because this affects their light and can make or break a photo. Landscape 
photographers are especially active before, during and after storms.  



They will note processes, a flooding slough—when will the mouth break, building 
clouds—is a storm approaching, and how will it affect nature?  
 
Macro photographers look at the small picture. Some of the photos scrolling through 
the main viewer in this section provide extraordinary close-ups of insects and 
caterpillars. Most people do not have macro capability in their consumer level digital 
cameras, but that does not mean that they can’t focus on the little things. Photograph a 
deer print, raccoon scat, the shape of a leaf, light shining through a frond or a flower.  
 
Camera trap photographers as the name implies, set up a camera that fires when 
movement activates a sensor. We can’t do that, but we can mimic it. The principle is 
patience. Sit quietly for 15 minutes in a chosen spot and slowly build a collection of 
photos that record passing life. Selection of a suitable location is important, Tecolote 
Creek for example is ideal because it is small, has distinct boundaries, is often quiet and 
yet is well within reach of the average camera’s little zoom lens. The slough bridge at 
Coal oil Point is another good spot to observe shorebirds. 
 
Wildlife photographers typically aim their lenses at animals and birds. This can be 
difficult in Santa Barbara because birds are tough to photograph and there aren’t many 
animals such as deer roaming about. But here’s where a backyard birdfeeder can help. 
Research this topic online, set a seed and hummingbird feeder up in suitable locations 
and give the birds time to get used to them. Once you notice a routine, plan a few 
sessions with the kids. When you position the feeder, keep in mind that you would like 
to sit close by and observe them from a window if possible. Turn your camera’s flash off 
if you photograph through glass.  
 
Portrait photographers capture the facial expressions of animals. An ideal place to 
practice this is at the zoo. As the name implies you want to photograph an animal as it 
looks at you, or as a profile. Exclude the body, try to keep the background clear of 
visual clutter and record the elegant facial markings that give that creature its character.     
 
The Photo Essay 
 
Having delineated photography into the above various disciplines doesn’t mean that 
we can’t practice all of them in one outing or for a single project. In this manner a photo 
essay might make use of the various techniques to tell a more comprehensive story. It 
can be compared to Event Mapping as discussed under Nature Journaling. As 
participants move through a landscape, whether a reserve, while hiking or even when 
visiting the museum, the above variations can be implemented to tell a story. Print out 
the following guidelines for each photographer, setting these as goals for their work 
during the visit. 
 
Set the scene with a few pictures, one of which may later be edited out as the best. At 
Coal Oil Point Reserve this might be a photo of the beach with the slough in the 
foreground and the Santa Ynez Mountains in the background. At the Santa Barbara 
Natural History Museum, it might be a picture of the museum with the well-known, 
great big Blue Whale skeleton in the foreground. This photo tells viewers where you are 
and perhaps a little about what the day was like.  
 



Be sure to take a few photos of the small details that catch your eye – a wet leaf on a 
rock, sunlight filtering through the flowers, a skeleton found on the beach or footprints 
in the sand.  
 
Also fill in the range between these two extremes. Most of the photos will now reach 
into the middle ground, or cover about the same scope as the size of a human. This 
might include people—someone else taking a photo or hiking, it might be a tree stump 
or a snag, or a couple of feeding ducks.  
 
This could equate to general wildlife photography but in terms of the photo essay, it is 
now that you begin to tell the real story. This series of photos will reveal how events 
unfold. If while walking on Sands Beach you notice a dog running off-leash, take its 
photo. That records wildlife disturbance as an event. Once this photo is pasted up in a 
scrapbook, add a few words explaining that dogs chase plovers from their nests and 
young, and can also kill them. The photo essay can focus on nature alone, but don’t 
always exclude humans as a matter of rule—teach students to think about their impact 
or role in the environment on that day. And people are often easy to photograph. 
 
Note: As with nature journaling, quality of result is far less important than observation. 
You would like to work at getting the basic light, focus and framing correct, and to 
perhaps introduce any artistic aspect that comes naturally, but it matters little if this is 
not achieved. Outcome at this level is measured by what the eye sees, rather than the 
technical accomplishment. Did the photographer notice his or her surroundings and 
seek to tell a story?  
 
Technique 
 
For our purposes the very basics will suffice. If you would like to learn more, consider 
purchasing one of the National Geographic photo guides. 
 
Focus, light and composition: these are the primary considerations in photography. The 
first two are largely taken care of by today’s digital cameras but here follow a few 
guidelines to take it that step further.  
 

- Keep as still as possible when firing the shutter. 
- Use flash when the camera prompts you to, but also take a photo without flash to 

compare the results. Flash will often nuke all desirable contrast out of the subject.  
- A shallow depth of field (the background is out of focus) is pleasing in close-ups, 

isolating the subject. To achieve this, either set your camera to the Nature mode 
(revealed by a flower icon) or try the Portrait mode. If in low light, set your 
camera to the Sports mode. This usually sets a large aperture resulting in shallow 
depth of field. Focusing on a flower or other subject that in turn has a 
background further than three feet behind it will also aid this effect. 

- Select the Landscape mode for vistas or broader views. Now is when you want 
a good depth of field with subjects both in the foreground and background 
appearing in focus. You generally need good light for this. (If your camera 
doesn’t have these modes, just head out, keep still and make photos regardless.) 

 



- Set ASA (speed) to at least 400. This will help produce sharp results. The 
opposite (a slow speed of around 100) combined with low light might produce a 
desirable blur in some cases, for example a flower blowing in the breeze or a 
flowing creek. This typically works best in shade or low light. 

- Encourage photographers to vary their angles. Don’t just stand and make photos 
from the same position. Kneel down and look up, lie down and look ahead and 
up, walk back a few steps, walk around a subject and see what this does to the 
light and the view. Or imagine how a bird views a flower, how a caterpillar 
might and how a deer will, and then depict that.  

- Encourage compositional change and creativity not for the sake of better 
technique alone but to stimulate observation and thought. Look for details—the 
veins on a leaf, for patterns—shapes in the sand, for repetition—bulrushes 
reflected in the water, and for relationships—mistletoe in a tree or a butterfly on 
a flower. Change angles, zoom in and out, and don’t rush. As with nature 
journaling, teach students to sit quietly and observe—it’s all too easy to rush 
from subject to subject with a camera, snapping away. Some argue that this 
merely serves to ‘capture’ nature without establishing any personal connection. 
It is said that the camera then distances the photographer from the subject.  

- One of the most valuable things to keep in mind while photographing nature is 
the question of routine. Every living plant and creature follows some sort of 
routine. On a macro level this is dictated by seasons, but on a micro level by time 
of day, habitat, human activity, predators, feeding behavior and more. Sit quietly 
and watch to see if a routine develops. Some shorebirds feed by walking up and 
down a slough bank, some by standing still in the same spot and others by 
swimming back and forth. Get a feel for the rhythm. Learning the routine—even 
just from 10 minutes of observation helps the photographer anticipate what 
might happen, and how and where it can be photographed.  

- At this level we are looking first for engagement with nature not technical 
results. At this level it is more important to praise the way a student saw, or 
looked at something, than to note how they might improve technique, although 
take care to praise and guide technique where appropriate. Thereafter guide a 
student’s technique. 

 
Nature journaling is very different to photography. The time needed to observe and 
sketch a natural object, thereby promoting both learning and connection, is not easily 
replicated at our level with photography. Serious amateur and professional nature 
photographers will argue that it is possible, but most students will all too easily just 
‘snap and run’ with a camera. We want to avoid that. We encourage you to give 
students the opportunity to experience both, but it might be best to start with nature 
journaling, setting that experience as the touchstone for observation and perception. 
The skills learned there will serve nature photography well.  
 


