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First, a caveat, there are minor differences in the way different digital SLRs meter the scene so 
you’ll have to “fine tune” your camera depending on how it reacts. 
 
As we’ve discussed in the past, exposure is the balance of Aperture, Shutter Speed and ISO. This 
sounds good in theory but seems to baffle quite a few people in practice. Fortunately, there are 
several controls that make it much easier to “tweak” the exposure. 
 
First and foremost, one of the major advantages of digital cameras is the histogram. Simply put, the 
histogram graphically shows you how the dark to light pixels are distributed in your image. A quick 
glance at the histogram will immediately tell you if your photo is overexposed, underexposed or 
perfectly exposed. To do this, you must learn to correctly read and interpret your histogram. 

 
The histogram (above) is of the photo to the 
left. In 8-bit files, there are 256 points along 
the X (horizontal) axis. They aren’t marked 
because doing so would make the graph way 
too busy but zero (0) is on the left edge and 
denotes pure black pixels. To the far right is 
255 or pure white. Note that there are very 
few pure black pixels. Looking at the photo, 
you can see this is the case. On the right edge 
you see many pixels. That’s because the photo 
is overexposed (too light). Pure white pixels 
are irrecoverable. No details can be seen in 
pure white pixels. 
 
The next image is after the photo has been 
corrected in Adobe Camera RAW. Camera 
RAW is the choice of advanced and pro 
photographers. A primary advantage of RAW 

is the ability to “take a Mulligan” if your exposure is wrong (within limits). The next image shows 
the same photo after exposure has been corrected in Adobe Camera RAW. 

http://www.thedigitalphotoguy.com


 
Notice how the right side of the histogram has 
been adjusted to end exactly at the right edge 
of the graph and the left side ends exactly at 
the left edge. This is a good exposure that 
uses the entire dynamic range (spectrum of 
pure black to pure white) of the camera. 
 
Of course, you’re asking, “If I can do this in 
Photoshop Elements, why worry about the 
exposure in the camera?” Like most things in 
life, there are limits to what camera RAW can 
fix. If the light areas are completely “blown”, 
meaning there are no details and the pixels are 
completely white, there’s no way to recover 
any data. Besides, it takes time and effort to 
adjust each photo. If you are a snapshooter 
who takes 20-30 photos at a time, this may 
not be a big deal but advanced amateurs and 

professional photographers tend to take hundreds of photos at a time. Adjusting each can become 
quite tiresome. That’s why you want to “nail the exposure” in the camera. 
 
After the first photo of the day and every few photos thereafter, check your histogram. If the left or 
right edge is touching the sides, increase or decrease EC (exposure compensation) to pull the 
histogram away from the edge. Sometimes, you’ll have situations where both edges are touching. 
This means the dynamic range is too wide for the camera. The blacks are too black and the whites 
are too white and the camera can’t accommodate the entire range. In such cases, decide which is 
more important, the dark areas or the light areas and adjust EC accordingly. 
 
Dial in minus EC to take away light when the histogram is bunched up on the right which means it’s 
overexposed. Conversely, if the histogram is stacked up on the left indicating underexposure, add 
plus EC to increase light. As you practice, it will become second nature to add or subtract EC to get 
the right exposure. 
 
Another tools provided in most digital cameras is “blinkies”, areas of the photo that blink in the LCD 
to indicate overexposure. Always check your histogram and “blinkies” to ensure that you capture the 
desired exposure in the camera. 
 


