
How to Shoot Your Project

Thank you for sub-
mitting your project 
to MAKE magazine! 
We really want you 
to have the best 
photos possible for 
your project. If you 
follow these detailed 
guidelines and photo 
tips, we guarantee 
you’ll be much 
happier with your 
images. 

Shooting a step-by-step project is very different from taking snapshots at an event. Most of the settings on your 
camera will have to be adjusted to fit this situation. Here’s how to get great images of your MAKE project.

PHOTOGRAPHS REQUIRED FOR YOUR PROJECT
A. “Opener” photos are the beauty/finished shots. 
These show how the project looks when completed, on 
a clean background or in an appropriate environment 
(e.g., on a workbench or outside). These images are 
used at the beginning of the article, and at the end. We 
need several of these shots, in both horizontal and ver-
tical formats. Here we mainly need images that show 
just the project. Go ahead and take some portraits of 
you with your project, but be sure to provide plenty of 
images where your finished project alone is the star.

B. “Materials” photo shows all materials needed for 
the project, arranged in a single horizontal-format photo 
shot from above, along with important tools. We usually 
use just one of these for your article (and we under-
stand that not all tools will fit in this one shot). Only one 
example of each material needs to be shown, e.g. just 
one 2×4 instead of the whole stack of wood needed for 
the project.
 Organize the materials and tools the same way you 
list them: in the order that they’re introduced in your 
article. This order can move back and forth across the 
photo, or around in a big circle, but please picture the 
materials in the order they’re listed. Be sure to include 
any new or unusual materials, or those that may be 
esoteric or hard to find. (Single shots of these unusual 
materials are also helpful.)

C. “Step” photos demonstrate how to put the project 
together, step by step. All Step photos should be in 
horizontal format. They may or may not include hands 
in the shot. Please shoot Step shots as if you’re explain-
ing to a 9-year-old how to build your project. Take plenty 
of extra shots and in-between steps; even if they won’t 
all fit in the magazine, they’re helpful on the web. 
 If it’s helpful for demonstrating a technique, photo-
graph someone using a particular tool or working the 
particular technique.

D. “In Use” photos show how to use the project, or 
show it functioning. Provide both horizontal and vertical 
formats. Show people interacting with the project. If 
your project has movement, please shoot it moving. 
Consider a slow shutter speed to show a little motion 
blur (not too much!). And if you can, shoot a little video 
of it in motion, for use on the web.
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PHOTO SIZE REQUIREMENTS
Aspect ratio 4:3, DPI 300. All images submitted 
should be high-resolution, meaning they can be printed 
to paper at 300dpi (dots per inch). Even if your images 
are intended for the internet (which can use a smaller 
file), we need the ability to print in the magazine in the 
future. No low-resolution files, please.

Step and Materials photos: Minimum size 4"×6" 
@ 300dpi, horizontal format only.

Openers and In Use photos: Minimum size 8"×10" 
@ 300dpi. Be sure to provide horizontal and vertical 
options. Even if you feel your project fits better in a 
vertical composition, we still need a horizontal option 
for layout.

To check the size in Photoshop: On the File menu, 
Select Image » Image Size (or Alt+Ctrl+I). Make sure 
the Resample Image box is unchecked, enter 300 in the 
Resolution box, and make sure the measurement is set 
to “pixels/inch.” The size given in inches will tell you the 
“actual size” in print. That’s the number we use to figure 
8"×10" @ 300dpi.

NOTE: You cannot make an image that comes out 
small (low-resolution) bigger (high-resolution) by 
simply blowing it up — it doesn’t work for print.

No camera phone pictures. MAKE does not use imag-
es from camera phones. While they’re handy for quick 
shots, their quality is not yet up to print standards.

BEFORE SHOOTING YOUR PROJECT
Before shooting, check your camera, card, and settings.

Know your camera’s settings. »
If you have small details to shoot, make sure your  »
camera has a Macro function (for shooting close-
ups). This is the only way to get great, detailed shots 
of your small work. Some projects need the macro 
lens to communicate these small details.
Point-and-shoot cameras are good for overall shots  »
and large shots, but they’re usually not good for de-
tails. Find a friend with a DSLR for best results. If you 
must use a point-and-shoot, make sure its file size 
is big enough. Most point-and-shoots made in 2005 
and newer have sufficient file size; their limitations 
may be in the control functions (Auto or Manual) and 
the lens restrictions. On the Auto function they tend 
to default to a high ISO; this is not good. You have to 
shoot these on Manual.
Check your memory card! Make sure you have a fresh  »
card in the camera that will hold all your shots. Every 
photographer has experienced that moment when 
they realized the memory card was not in the camera 
or it was not formatted; don’t let this happen to you.
Play with the ISO settings (grain). Just make sure you  »
don’t go over 400 ISO, because the images become 
grainy. Stick to lower ISO.
Know how to turn on and off the flash so that you can  »
control its light.
Make sure you’re shooting on the highest resolution  »
possible (this is the size of your file). Again, small files 
cannot be made bigger in Photoshop.

SET UP YOUR PROJECT AND MINI STUDIO
Location. Find a well-lit area that’s clear of visual 
distractions and provides you with enough room for 
shooting. If you shoot on a workbench, clear the clutter. 
Extraneous items only confuse the reader and make 
a good project look bad. 

Know your “light temperature.” Light temperature 
means the color of your light, and it affects your cam-
era’s “white balance.” (Most DSLR auto white balances 
work fine, but did you ever notice your whites look really 
yellow or green? That’s because the temperature of 
your light doesn’t match your white balance. This may 
have to be set manually if you see this problem; check 
your camera’s manual). 
 Most cameras react best to daylight, which is a bluish 
light, and we strongly recommend shooting in daylight. 
Shooting your project near a big window (with no direct 
sunbeams coming through) is a good place to start. 
Shooting outside in smooth shade is good option too 
(but not in speckled tree shadows).
 Your flash is daylight balanced, so you can use your 
flash as a “fill” or secondary light to fill shadows. (Your 
flash should never be the main source of light, unless 
you’re using a real strobe system.) Also, most of those 
compact fluorescent (CF) light bulbs are close to day-
light balanced; they can be a nice fill too. Just be careful 

not to mix the color of your lights. The white balance on 
your camera will get confused if warmer light is in the 
room (like a normal household tungsten-filament light 
bulb), conflicting with the daylight or CF lights. Choose 
the light temperature you’re shooting with, and stick to it.

Background. Use a clean, simple background, nothing 
too distracting. Pick colors that go with your project 
or make it stand out. Don’t use black. White is fine. We 
tend to use bright colors, but we recommend not using 
red, as red is a very difficult color for digital cameras.
Place your project on a level and straight surface.

Test your camera settings. Take a few shots, then 
check the images on your computer (ideally in Photo-
shop) to check focus, brightness, file size, grain (ISO), 
and fine details. Sometimes a setting can be off. It’s 
best to know now, rather than find out when you’re 
done shooting.

NOw SHOOT YOUR PROJECT
Hold the camera level. »
Use a tripod »  if you need to gain “brightness” by 
extending your shutter speed. Make sure the tripod 
is sturdy, you don’t want your camera moving during 
your shot.
Think carefully »  about what you want to capture, and 
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which details you want viewers to pay particular 
attention to. Anything really difficult to explain?
Make sure your focus is sharp »  on your project. You 
want crisp, clear shots that show off your work. No 
out-of-focus shots will be printed. If only a small 
portion of your picture is in focus, you may have your 
f-stop set too open (lower numbers). This creates a 
shallow “depth of field” — which can be really nice for 
some shots, but confusing for others. It can also make 
focusing more precise, and more difficult (especially 
with a point-and-shoot camera set on Manual).  
 To check your focus in Photoshop, zoom the 
picture to 100% (this percentage will show up either 
on the top or bottom bar of your image workspace). 
Move the picture around and look at all important 
details at 100% (no more, no less). This is the only 
way to see what is truly soft. 
Play with the lighting » , both on your camera and in 
the room. Using the flash outdoors can create a nice 
overall light on the subject, but watch out, you don’t 
want your subject to be washed out. Shiny surfaces 
can “blow out” too. So check the power and distance 
of your flash. If your white or shiny surface has no 
detail or texture in it when viewed on your computer, 
you have overexposed or “blown out” your surface. 
Reshoot it with a mellower (diffused) light source. 
This is also why you avoid sunbeams (mentioned 
previously). Some shots may need a flash, others are 
better on your tripod with a longer shutter speed. 
Each shot is different, even on the same project. So 
be prepared to change your lighting setups as you go.
Move around.  » Get shots from different angles.
watch out for shadows. »  You want to avoid shadows 
on your project, and try to prevent your project from 
casting a shadow on your surface. Filling or bouncing 
the light is helpful here.
Capture everything »  regarding your project. This way 
nothing is left out. Pretend you’re talking to a 9-year-
old; you can’t skip any details because they won’t 
understand. We can edit excess photos later.

wHAT TO UPLOAD
Review your project’s steps and select the best shots  »
of each step (if you have more than 5 shots of a step). 
Review your selected shots to make sure they clearly  »
outline the process of your project. It helps to make 
a contact sheet to see your steps next to each other 
and edit them.
Label your selected shots, by changing their file- »
names, i.e. Step_1_LEDlight, Step_2a_attachedcircuit, 
Step_2b_attachedcircuit, Opener_1, In_Use_1, etc.
Put your selections in a folder marked with the  »
project’s name and your name.
Into this same folder, put a text document with your  »
photo captions (corresponding to the filenames), and 
any additional photo credits.
Please also include any illustrations, schematics, or  »
patterns used for your project. (These don’t have to 
be high-resolution, as we usually redraw them, but 
large files are always nice to have.)
Do not Photoshop or resave any of your images.  »

Images degrade as they are resaved (especially 
JPEGs). If something needs a little Photoshop work, 
just mention this in your notes to your editor, or in 
that text file with the photos. (If it needs a lot of 
Photoshop work, please reshoot the shot.)
Upload! To submit your photos, please refer to the  »
upload instructions in “Photography Guidelines: 
Specs and Submission,” as given to you by your editor 
or photo editor.

what the mini-studio setup shot looks like in-camera, 
using the on-camera flash. This would be a good opener 
shot for an article, or a final shot of a build.

Finished shot
Details are visible in the  »
blacks, and the chrome 
is not blown out.
Shadow on the surface  »
is minimal.
Backdrop is clean  »
and unwrinkled.
Object is angled for  »
optimum viewing.
Overall, the lighting  »
is even.

Mini, basic studio setup in the living room
window  » is the main source of light. See how there 
are no sunbeams coming in? It’s bright, diffused light.
Light  » This is the “fill” light, a daylight-balanced set of 5 
CF bulbs, used to fill in shadows. You can use regular CF 
bulbs; most of them are pretty close to daylight.  
Tripod  » shows where the camera would go, with an 
on-camera flash. You can turn the flash on or off, to see 
what works best.
Backdrop  » This is a seamless backdrop: nice and clean, 
its edges not showing in the camera frame.


