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Camera Work
Terminology
It's unavoidable — if you're serious, you've got to know some jargon. Fortunately, it's not too complicated.  
This page contains a few essential terms to get you started.

Shot: All  video is made up of  shots. A shot is basically from when you press record to when you stop 
recording. Like the individual photos which make up an album, the shots get put together to make a video.

Framing & Composition: The frame is the picture you see in the viewfinder (or on a monitor). Composition 
refers to the layout of everything within a picture frame — what the subject is, where it is in the frame, which 
way it's facing/looking, the background, the foreground, lighting, etc.

When you "frame" a shot, you adjust the camera position and zoom lens until your shot has the desired 
composition.

There is a general set of rules in the video industry which describe how to frame different types of camera  
shots, such as the ones illustrated in Types of Camera Shots.

Transition: Shots are linked (edited) in a sequence to tell a larger story. The way in which any two shots are  
joined together is called the transition.
Usually this is a simple cut, in which one shot changes instantly to the next. More complex transitions include 
mixing,  wipes and digital effects. A moving shot (e.g. pan) can also be thought of as a transition from one 
shot to a new one.

The transition is very important in camera work, and you need to think constantly about how every shot will fit  
in with the ones before and after it. The key is not so much how the transition is achieved technically, but 
how the composition of each shot fits together. For more information see Video Transitions.

Here are few more important terms. They will be explained in greater detail later:

Pan Side-to-side camera movement.
Tilt Up-and-down camera movement.
Zoom In-and-out camera movement (i.e. closer and more distant).

Iris (Exposure)
The  opening  which  lets  light  into  the  camera.  A  wider  iris 
means more light and a brighter picture.

White balance Adjusting the colours until they look natural and consistent.
Shutter Analogous to the shutter in a still camera.
Audio Sound which is recorded to go with the pictures.

Shot Types
There is a convention in the video, film and television industries which assigns names and guidelines to 
common types of shots, framing and picture composition. The list below briefly describes the most common 
shot  types.  Note  that  the  exact  terminology  may vary  between  production  environments  but  the  basic  
principles are the same.

EWS (Extreme Wide Shot)
The view is so far from the subject 
that she isn't even visible. This is 
often used as an establishing shot.

VWS (Very Wide Shot)
The subject is visible (barely), but 
the emphasis is still on placing her 
in her environment.

WS (Wide Shot)
The  subject  takes  up  the  full 
frame,  or  at  least  as  much  as 
possible. The same as a long shot.
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MS (Mid Shot)
Shows some part of the subject in 
more  detail  whilst  still  giving  an 
impression of the whole subject.

MCU (Medium Close Up)
Half way between a MS and a CU.

CU (Close Up)
A  certain  feature  or  part  of  the 
subject takes up the whole frame.

ECU (Extreme Close Up)
The ECU gets right in and shows 
extreme detail.

CA (Cutaway)
A shot of something other than the 
current action.

Cut-In
Shows some part of the subject in 
detail.

Two-Shot
A comfortable shot of two people, 
framed similarly to a mid shot.

(OSS) Over-the-Shoulder Shot
Looking from behind  a  person at 
the subject.

Noddy Shot
Usually  refers  to  a  shot  of  the 
interviewer  listening  and  reacting 
to  the  subject,  although  noddies 
can  be used in  drama and  other 
situations.
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Point-of-View Shot (POV)
Shows  a  view from the  subject's 
perspective.

Weather Shot
The subject is the weather, usually 
the  sky.  Can  be  used  for  other 
purposes.

Planning

This  is  the  most  important  step,  and  perhaps  the 
most difficult to master. It should be where most of 
your energy is directed.

Camera work is only one skill in a larger process — 
the goal of which is usually to produce a completed 
video, TV program, or presentation of some kind. To 
be  good  at  camera  work,  you  must  have  a  clear 
picture of the whole process, and some idea of what 
the finished product should look & sound like.

If there's one thing that separates the amateurs from 
the pros, it's that amateurs "point and shoot", whereas pros "plan and shoot". Obviously there are times  
when you don't have time to prepare before having to record — sometimes the action begins unexpectedly,  
and you just have to go for it. In these cases, as far as possible, you plan as you go. It can't be stressed 
enough — planning is everything.

For general camera work, you can divide your plan into two parts: The "Shoot Plan" and the "Shot Plan".

Shoot Plan
In this case, the word shoot refers to a shooting session. If you think of everything you record as being part  
of a shoot, and have a plan for every shoot, then you're well on the way to having better organised footage.

First of all, be clear about the purpose of every shoot. Generally speaking, everything you do should be  
working towards a larger plan. Exactly what this is will depend on many factors.

If  you're  making  a  feature  film,  then  the  long-term  plan  is  to  gather  all  the  shots  required  by  the 
script/storyboard. If you're making home videos, the long-term plan might be to create a historical archive for  
future generations (for more suggestions on this topic, see our tutorial on Home Video Production). If you're 
making a one-off project (such as a wedding video), you still have to bear in mind the long-term implications 
for the shoot.

Planning means adopting an attitude in which you take control. When you get out your video camera, instead  
of thinking "This will look good on video" and starting to shoot whatever happens, think "What do I want this  
to look like on video?". You then shoot (and if necessary, direct) the action to achieve your goal.

Plan the approximate length of the shoot: How much footage do you need to end up with, and how long will it  
take you to get it?
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Have  a  checklist  of  equipment,  which  could  include:  camera;  tripod;  tapes;  batteries/power  supply;  
microphones and audio equipment; lights and stands; pens, log sheets and other paper work.

Planning to Edit

This is critical. If you think that this doesn't applies to you, then you're wrong. Everything you capture must be 
shot with editing in mind. There are two basic ways to edit: Post-production and in-camera.

Post-production (or just "post") editing means taking the shots you've recorded and re-assembling them 

later  using editing equipment.  This  is  how the professionals  work  — it  gives  you  much greater 

flexibility when you're shooting and much better finished results. To do simple post editing, all you  

need is your camera, a VCR, and a few connecting leads. What it means for your shooting plan is 

that you can collect your shots in any order, and you can get as many shots as you like. At the 

editing stage, you discard unwanted shots and assemble the good ones however you like. This can  

be a time-consuming task (especially if you don't have much editing gear), but it's usually worth the 

effort. For more information see our editing tutorials.

In-Camera editing simply means that what you shoot is what you get — there is no post-production. The 

point here is that you're still editing. You still must decide which shot goes where, and which shots 

you don't need at all. The difference is that you're making these edit decisions as you shoot, rather  

than in post. This isn't easy, and it isn't possible to get it right all of the time. It requires planning,  

foresight, and experience.
Note: There is one other situation which should be mentioned: the live multi-camera shoot. This is where a 
number of cameras are linked to a central vision mixer, and a director cuts between cameras (for example, a 
live sports presentation). In this case, you can think of the editing as being done in real time as the shoot  
happens.

Whichever method of editing you use, there are fundamental rules to follow. Since understanding these rules 
requires some knowledge of shot types and framing, we'll leave them for now and come back to them later.

Shot Plan

Once you have a plan for your shooting session, you're ready to begin planning individual shots.

First of all, have a reason for every shot. Ask yourself: "What am I trying to achieve with this shot? Is this 
shot even necessary? Have I already got a shot that's essentially the same as this one? Is my audience 
going to care about this subject?"

Once you're happy that you have a good reason to get the shot, think about the best way to get it. Consider  
different angles, framing, etc. The art of good composition takes time to master but with practice you will get 
there.

Ask yourself exactly what information you wish to convey to your audience through this shot, and make sure 
you capture it in a way that they will understand.

Take the time to get each shot right, especially if it's an important one. If necessary (and if you're editing in 
post), get a few different versions of the shot so you can choose the best one later.

Also, for post editing, leave at least 5 seconds of pictures at the beginning and 
end of  each shot.  This is required by editing equipment,  and also acts as a 
safety buffer.

Finally,  one  more  piece  of  advice:  Before  planning  or  shooting  anything,  
imagine watching it completed.
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Camera Functions
Most domestic camcorders can do just about everything automatically. All you have to do is turn them on,  
point, and press record. In most situations this is fine, but automatic functions have some serious limitations. 
If you want to improve your camera work, you must learn to take control of your camera. This means using 
manual functions. In fact, professional cameras have very few automatic functions, and professional camera 
operators would never normally use auto-focus or auto-iris.

This is where most beginners ask "Why not? My auto-focus works fine, and my pictures seem to look okay."
There are two answers:

Although auto-functions usually perform well enough, there will be some situations they can't cope with (e.g.  
bad lighting conditions). In these circumstances you may be faced with unusable footage unless you can 
take manual control. More commonly, your shots will be useable but poor quality (e.g. going in and out of 
focus).

Your camera can't  know what you want.  To get  the best  results  or obtain a particular  effect  it  is  often 
necessary to over-ride auto-functions and go manual.

As you learn more about camera work you will begin to appreciate the better results gained through manual  
functions.

The most common camera operations are briefly explained below (they are covered in more detail in other 
tutorials). Starting at the beginning, learn and practice one at a time, leaving the others on auto-function.

Zoom

This is the function which moves your point of view closer to, or further away from, the subject. The effect is 
similar to moving the camera closer or further away.

Note that the further you zoom in, the more difficult it is to keep the picture steady. In some cases you can  
move the camera closer to the subject and then zoom out so you have basically the same framing. For long  
zooms you should use a tripod.

Zooming is the function everyone loves. It's easy and you can do lots with it, which is why it's so over-used. 
The most common advice we give on using the zoom is use it less. It works well in moderation but too much 
zooming is tiring for the audience.  For more information see Using the Camera Zoom.

Focus
Auto-focus is strictly for amateurs. Unlike still photography, there is no way auto-focus can meet the needs of  
a serious video camera operator. Many people find manual focus difficult, but if you want to be any good at  
all, good focus control is essential.

Professional  cameras usually  have a manual  focus ring at  the front  of  the lens housing.  Turn the ring  
clockwise for closer focus, anti-clockwise for more distant focus. Consumer cameras have different types of 
focus mechanisms — usually a small dial.

To obtain the best focus, zoom in as close as you can on the subject you wish to focus on, adjust the ring  
until the focus is sharp, then zoom out to the required framing. For more information see the focus tutorial.

Iris
This is an adjustable opening (aperture), which controls the amount of light coming through the lens (i.e. the 
"exposure"). As you open the iris, more light comes in and the picture appears brighter.

Professional  cameras  have  an  iris  ring  on  the  lens  housing,  which  you  turn  clockwise  to  close  and 
anticlockwise to open. Consumer-level cameras usually use either a dial or a set of buttons.

The rule of thumb for iris control is: Set your exposure for the subject. Other parts of the picture can be too 
bright or darks, as long as the subject is easy to see. For more information see the exposure tutorial.
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White Balance

White balance means colour balance. It's a function which tells the camera what each colour should look 
like, by giving it a "true white" reference. If the camera knows what white looks like, then it will know what all 
other colours look like.

This function is normally done automatically by consumer-level cameras without the operator even being 
aware of its existence. It actually works very well in most situations, but there will be some conditions that the  
auto-white won't like. In these situations the colours will seem wrong or unnatural.

To perform a white balance, point the camera at something matt (non-reflective) white in the same light as  
the subject, and frame it so that most or all of the picture is white. Set your focus and exposure, then press 
the "white balance" button (or throw the switch). There should be some indicator in the viewfinder which tells  
you when the white balance has completed. If it doesn't work, try adjusting the iris, changing filters, or finding 
something else white to balance on.

You should do white balances regularly, especially when lighting conditions change (e.g. moving between 
indoors and outdoors). For more information see How to White Balance.

Audio
Virtually all consumer-level cameras come with built-in microphones, usually hi-fi stereo. These work fine,  
and are all you need for most general work.

Getting better results with audio is actually quite difficult and is a whole subject in itself. We won't go into it  
much here — you just need to be aware that audio is very important and shouldn't be overlooked.

If you're keen, try plugging an external microphone into the "mic input" socket of your camera (if it has one).  
There are two reasons why you might want to do this:

You may have a mic which is more suited to the type of work you are doing than the camera's built-in mic.  
Often, the better mic will simply be mounted on top of the camera.

You might need to have the mic in a different position to the camera. For example, when covering a speech,  
the camera could be at the back of the room with a long audio lead running to the stage, where you have a 
mic mounted on the pedestal.

The level at which your audio is recorded is important. Most cameras have an "auto-gain control", which 
adjusts the audio level automatically. Consumer-level cameras are usually set up like this, and it works well  
in most situations. If you have a manual audio level control, it's a good idea to learn how to use it (more on  
this later).

If possible, try to keep the background (ambient) noise level more or less consistent. This adds smoothness 
to the flow of the production. Of course, some shots will require sudden changes in ambient audio for effect.

Listen to what people are saying and build it into the video. Try not to start and finish shots while someone is  
talking — there's nothing worse than a video full of half-sentences.

Be very wary of background music while shooting — this can result is music that jumps every time the shot 
changes, like listening to a badly scratched record. If you can, turn the music right down or off.

One more thing... be careful of wind noise. Even the slightest breeze can ruin your audio. Many cameras  
have a "low-cut filter", sometimes referred to as a "wind-noise filter" or something similar. These do help, but 
a better solution is to block the wind. You can use a purpose-designed wind sock, or try making one yourself.  
For more information about sound quality, see our audio tutorials.

Shutter
At the beginner level you don't really need to use the shutter, but it deserves a quick mention. It has various  
applications, most notably for sports or fast-action footage. The main advantage is that individual frames 
appear sharper (critical for slow-motion replays). The main disadvantage is that motion appears more jerky.
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The shutter can also be used to help control exposure. Unless you know how to use the shutter effectively,  
leave it off. For more information see the shutter tutorial.

Effects

Many consumer cameras come with a selection of built-in digital effects, such as digital still, mix, strobe, etc.  
These can be very cool, or they can be very clumsy and tacky. They require dedicated experimentation to  
get right. Like so many things in video, moderation is the key: use them if you have a good reason to, but 
don't overdo it.You should also be aware that almost every effect you can create with a camera can be done  
better with editing software. If at all possible, shoot your footage "dry" (without effects) and add effects later.

Remember: Although it is sometimes the more practical solution to use automatic features, as a general rule 
you should do as many camera operations manually as you can.

Framing

Shots are all about composition. Rather than pointing the camera at the subject, you need to compose an 
image. As mentioned previously, framing is the process of creating composition.

Notes:  Framing technique is very subjective. What one person finds dramatic, another may find pointless. 
What we're looking at here are a few accepted industry guidelines which you should use as rules of thumb.

The rules of framing video images are essentially the same as those for still photography. For more details,  
see camera shot types.

Basic shot types
There is a general convention in the video industry which assigns names to the most common types of shots. 
The names and their  exact  meanings  may vary,  but  the following examples give  a  rough guide to  the  
standard descriptions. The point isn't knowing the  names of the shot types (although it's very useful), as 
much as understanding their purposes.

Basic shots are referred to in terms relative to the subject. For example, a "close up" has to be a close up of 
something. A close up of a person could also be described as a wide shot of a face, or a very wide shot of a 
nose. The subject in all of the following shots is a young girl standing in front of a country house.

EWS (Extreme Wide Shot)In the EWS, the  
view is so far from the subject that she isn't 
even visible. The point of this shot is to show 
the subject's surroundings. The EWS is often 
used as an establishing shot — the first shot 
of  a  new  scene,  designed  to  show  the 
audience where the action is taking place.

VWS  (Very  Wide  Shot)The VWS is much  
closer to the subject. She is (just) visible here, 
but the emphasis is still on placing her in her 
environment.  This  also  works  as  an 
establishing shot.

WS (Wide Shot)In the WS, the subject takes  
up the full  frame. In this case, the girl's feet 
are  almost  at  the  bottom of  frame,  and her 
head  is  almost  at  the  top.  Obviously  the 
subject doesn't  take up the whole width and 
height of the frame, since this is as close as 
we can get without losing any part of her. The 
small  amount of  room above and below the 
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subject can be thought of as safety room — 
you  don't  want  to  be  cutting  the  top  of  the 
head off. It  would also look uncomfortable if 
her feet and head were exactly at the top and 
bottom of frame.

MS (Mid Shot)The MS shows some part of  
the subject in more detail, whilst still showing 
enough for the audience to feel as if they were 
looking at the whole subject. In fact, this is an 
approximation of how you would see a person 
"in  the  flesh"  if  you  were  having  a  casual 
conversation.  You  wouldn't  be  paying  any 
attention to their  lower body,  so that  part of 
the picture is unnecessary.

MCU (Medium Close Up)Half way between a 
MS and a CU. This shot shows the face more 
clearly, without getting uncomfortably close.

CU (Close Up) In the CU, a certain feature or 
part of the subject takes up the whole frame. 
A close up of a person usually means a close 
up of their face.

ECU (Extreme Close Up)The ECU gets right 
in and shows extreme detail. For people, the 
ECU is used to convey emotion.

CA  (Cutaway)A  cutaway  is  a  shot  that's 
usually  of  something  other  than  the  current 
action. It could be a different subject (e.g. this 
cat),  a  CU of  a different  part  of  the subject 
(e.g.  a  CU  of  the  subject's  hands),  or  just 
about  anything  else.  The  CA  is  used  as  a 
"buffer"  between  shots  (to  help  the  editing 
process), or to add interest/information.

Some Rules of Framing

Look for horizontal and vertical lines in the frame (e.g. the horizon, poles, etc). Make sure the horizontals  

are level, and the verticals are straight up and down (unless of course you're purposely going for a tilted 

effect).



The rule of thirds. This rule divides the frame into nine sections, as in the first frame below. Points (or lines) 

of interest should occur at 1/3 or 2/3 of the way up (or across) the frame, rather than in the centre. 

"Headroom", "looking room", and "leading room". These terms refer to the amount of room in the frame 

which is strategically left empty. The shot of the baby crawling has some leading room for him to crawl into,  

and the shot of his mother has some looking room for her to look into. Without this empty space, the framing 

will look uncomfortable.Headroom is the amount of space between the top of the subject's head and the top 

of the frame. A common mistake in amateur video is to have far too much headroom, which doesn't look 

good and wastes frame space. In any "person shot" tighter than a MS, there should be very little headroom. 

Everything in your frame is important, not just the subject. What does the background look like? What's the 

lighting like? Is there anything in the frame which is going to be distracting, or disrupt the continuity of the  

video?Pay attention  to  the  edges of  your  frame.  Avoid  having half  objects  in  frame,  especially  people  

(showing half of someone's face is very unflattering). Also try not to cut people of at the joints — the bottom 

of the frame can cut across a person's stomach, but not their knees. It just doesn't look right.

Once you're comfortable with the do's and don'ts, you can become more creative. Think about the best way 
to convey the meaning of the shot. If it's a baby crawling, get down on the floor and see it from a baby's  
point-of-view (POV). If it's a football game, maybe you need to get up high to see all the action.

Look for interesting and unusual shots. Most of your shots will probably be quite "straight"; that is, normal  
shots from approximate adult eye-level. Try mixing in a few variations. Different angles and different camera  
positions can make all the difference. For example; a shot can become much more dramatic if shot from a 
low point. On the other hand, a new and interesting perspective can be obtained by looking straight down on 
the scene. Be aware that looking up at a person can make them appear more imposing, whereas looking 
down at a person can diminish them.

Watch TV and movies, and notice the shots which stand out. There's a reason why they stand out — it's all  
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about camera positioning and frame composition. Experiment all the time.

Basic Camera Moves
As with camera framing, there are standard descriptions for the basic camera moves. These are the main 
ones:

Pan: The framing moves left & right, with no vertical movement.

Tilt: The framing moves up & down, with no horizontal movement.

Zoom: In & out, appearing as if the camera is moving closer to or further away from the subject. (There is a  
difference between zooming and moving the camera in and out, though. There'll be more about that in the  
intermediate tutorial.)When a shot zooms in closer to the subject, it is said to be getting "tighter". As the shot 
zooms out, it is getting "looser".

Follow: Any sort of shot when you are holding the camera (or have it mounted on your shoulder), and you 
follow the action whilst walking. Hard to keep steady, but very effective when done well.

Note: Most camera moves are a combination of these basic moves. For example, when you're zooming in, 
unless your subject is in the exact centre of frame, you'll have to pan and/or tilt at the same time to end up 
where you want to be.

Shooting Technique
Position yourself and your camera. If you're using a tripod, make sure it's stable and 
level (unless you have a reason for it to be tilted). If the tripod has a spirit level, check it. If 
you're going to be panning and/or tilting, make sure that you'll be comfortably positioned 
throughout the whole move. You don't want to start a pan, then realise you can't reach  
around far enough to get the end of it. If it's going to be difficult, you're better off finding the 
position which is most comfortable at the end of the move, so that you start in the more 
awkward position and become more comfortable as you complete the move. If the tripod 
head doesn't have a bowl (this includes most cheaper tripods), it's very important to check 
that the framing still looks level as you pan - it may be okay in one direction but become 

horribly slanted as you pan left and right. 

If you're not using a tripod, stabilise yourself and your camera as best you can. Keep your arms and elbows 
close to your body (you can use your arms as "braces" against your torso). Breathe steadily. For static shots,  
place your  feet  at  shoulder  width  (if  you're  standing),  or  try bracing yourself  against  some solid  object  
(furniture, walls, or anything).

Frame your shot. Then do a quick mental check: white balance; focus; iris; framing (vertical and horizontal 
lines, background, etc.).

Think about your audio. Audio is just as important as vision, so don't forget about it.

Press  "record". Once  you're  recording,  make  sure  that  you  are  actually  recording.  There's  no  worse 
frustration than realising that you were accidentally recording all the time you were setting the shot up, then  
stopped recording when you thought  you were starting.Many cameras have a tape "roll-in  time",  which 
means that there is a delay between the time you press record and when the camera begins recording. Do 
some tests and find out what your camera's roll-in time is, so you can then compensate for it.

Keep checking the status displays in the viewfinder. Learn what all the indicators mean — they can give 
you valuable information.

Use both eyes. A valuable skill is the ability to use one eye to look through the viewfinder, 
and the other eye to watch your surroundings. It takes a while to get used to it, but it means 
that you can walk around while shooting without tripping over, as well as keeping an eye  
out for where the action is happening. It's also easier on your eyes during long shoots.

Learn to walk backwards. Have someone place their hand in the middle of your back and 



guide you. These shots can look great.

You'll often see television presenters walking and talking, as the camera operator walks backwards shooting 
them.

Keep thinking "Framing...Audio..." As long as you're recording, think about how the frame composition is 
changing, and what's happening to the sound.

Press "record stop" before moving. Just as in still photography, you should wait until one second after 
you've finished recording (or taken the photo) before you move. Too many home videos end every shot with 
a jerky movement as the operator hits the stop button.

That's all there is to it! Finally, here's a few more tips to finish off with...

Be diplomatic while shooting. Think about the people you're shooting. Remember that people are often 
uncomfortable about being filmed, so try to be discreet and unobtrusive (for example, you might want to  
position yourself some distance from the subjects and zoom in on them, rather than being "in their faces").

Many people find the red recording light on the camera intimidating, and freeze whenever they see it. Try 
covering the light with a piece of tape to alleviate this problem.

Learn to judge when it's worth making a nuisance of yourself for the sake of the shot, and when it's not. If it's  
an important shot, it might be necessary to inconvenience a few people to get it right. But if you're going to 
make enemies over something that doesn't matter, forget it and move on.

Use  the  "date/time  stamp" feature  sparingly. It's  unnecessary  to  have  the  time  and  date  displayed 
throughout your video, and it looks cheap. If you must have it there, bring it up for a few seconds, then get rid  
of it.

Modern digital cameras have the ability to show or hide this display at any time after recording.

Be prepared to experiment. Think about some of the things you'd like to try doing, then try them at a time 
that doesn't matter (i.e. don't experiment while shooting a wedding). Most new techniques take practice and  
experimentation to achieve success, and good camera work requires experience.

If you want to be good, you'll have to invest some time.


