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This book is designed for photographers who are very new to using an EOS D-SLR camera and who want to 
learn photography by getting out there, shooting subjects and learning as they go. It’s a more enjoyable way 
to learn and by taking images you learn very quickly what will and will not work.

So many books for beginners concentrate on the basics of photography, which although they are important, 
can be uninteresting and complex to learn. The Canon EOS cameras are designed to allow you to shoot a 
range of topics automatically, leaving the camera in control of many of the basic settings, leaving you to 
get used to seeing, framing and capturing your subject. The book is written specifically for Canon EOS as it 
allows me to show how and where features are set. Books designed for all makes of camera are always a bit 
vague as cameras vary a lot in the positioning of settings and controls. The names of features will also be 
correct allowing you to look up in the manual the exact procedure for your individual model.

In this book I am going to utilise those settings to get you started and to get you out shooting and give 
practical assignments to go out and shoot, to use and learn to understand the functions.  I will also explain 
the lenses that will need to be used to get the images you want. Although it is possible to spend many 
thousands of pounds on equipment, in this book I will look at the ideal options which are affordable to get 
started with. I will then explain the benefits of some of the other equipment that you might want to put on 
your wish list as your skills improve. 

Although action photography is one of the more challenging areas to choose to shoot, it is possible to get 
some great images with just basic equipment and simple shooting techniques. Later in the book I will explain 
some of the more commonly used settings for this type of photography and why they will start to be your 
favoured settings as you become more familiar with your camera and photography.
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About the author
Nina started her career 
in the retail sector of the 
photographic industry and 
then moved to Canon UK 
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training, exhibitions and 
marketing both in the 

UK and also within Europe. This gave Nina an 
unrivalled knowledge of not only the Canon EOS 
system but also how to develop and enhance the 
skills of photographers of all ability levels.

Nina started her own business in 1999, 
concentrating on training for amateur 
photographers. She is also at the forefront in 
developing and producing the new  Online EOS 
Training Academy. As well as developing the 
online training academy and direct training of 
photographers, Nina is a prolific professional 
photographer producing images not only for 
the EOS Training Academy but for a variety of 
outside organisations.

In 2014 Nina started producing her own range of 
ebooks to bring photography training to an ever 
wider audience. 

Nina started taking images when she was very 
young and is still a very keen photographer 
both professionally and personally. Nina loves 
travel, landscape and wildlife photography 
and still shoots commercially within the 
travel photography market. Nina also leads 
photographic trips, the latest one being to 
Madagascar in conjunction with Exodus tours.
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About photographing action

Action photography is about photographing 
anything that moves and so works its way into may 
different branches of photography.

Action photography traditionally is thought about 
as being specific subjects. Airshows, any type of sport 
and motor racing are some of the typical subjects 
come to mind. If you’re keen on shooting wildlife 
than action invariably comes into it when shooting 
birds in flight, or animals on the move.

Even family photography can involve a fair amount 
of action as children seldom stay still and as they 
grow older will gradually take part in more active 
pursuits.

It is an area that can be quite baffling to the 
newcomer to photography. The subject that you’re 
photographing, the speed it is moving at, whether it 
is moving parallel or coming straight at you and how 
close you’re shooting to it will all have an effect on 
how easy or difficult it is to get a successful image.

The equipment needed for action photography can 
be fairly basic, however in most instances, a telephoto 
zoom lens will be needed. Action photography used 
to require a reasonable specification camera to 
achieve good results. However, as time has gone by, 
we have seen lots of development in the focusing 
systems on the more basic models, allowing good 
results to be taken with almost any of the current 
cameras.

It’s an area of photography where the settings can be 
remarkably similar to what might appear to be very 
different subjects. Therefore once the key techniques 

are learnt they can be applied to anything that moves 
to a large degree.

One thing that is important to understand about 
action photography is that you will take lots 
of pictures to get a few really good ones. Even 
professionals who have shot action from many years, 
do not expect every single image to be pin sharp or 
correctly framed. The more images you take, the 
more chance you have a getting a really good shot. 
The beauty of digital photography is that it costs 

nothing to shoot lots of images and so the amateur 
photographer on the budget can still compete 
with the professional photographer, something 
that definitely wasn’t the case in the days of film 
photography.

As with any area of photography the more pictures 
you take, the more practice you get and with more 
practice comes a greater understanding of how to 
get the very best shots.
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About photographing action

All subjects will have their own unique challenges 
and some will be far more difficult to get good 
results of than others. 

The aircraft image to the right is by far the easiest 
of the three shots to take, despite being by far the 
fastest moving of the three subjects.

The image of the Westie required fast reactions and 
the right camera settings, however the subject was 
fairly easy to follow.

The hardest image is actually the little girl in the 
swing,  Not because the settings needed for the 
image but because of the pattern of movement, 
making both keeping this subject in the frame and 
the focusing very difficult.

Action photography is one of the things that needs 
to be practised. The more different subjects you 
shoot the greater the understanding that you will 
gain about how to get the good shots.

If there is an airshow near to where you live, it’s 
one of the very best things to try when starting to 
photograph action. The subjects are quite large, they 
can be spotted from some distance away and so can 
be followed easily with the camera. The planes will 
be quite some distance away and so this makes it 
easier for the camera’s focusing to find and also track 
the subject as it moves gradually closer. The other 
advantage of an airshow was that you don’t need 
special permission to take pictures at it.

Some sporting events, especially if there are children 
participating, can require special permission to shoot.

There are also lot of opportunities to photograph 
action that do not need special permission to be 
able to shoot. One of my personal favourites is going 
to county fairs, or game and country shows, where 
there are always activities going on around the 
showground and within the main ring.

The front cover image on this book was taken at 
small county fair where there was the display of 

Moto X riding in the main ring twice during the one 
day show. 

The horse buggy racing images on page 10 were 
taken at a local game and country fair. This proved 
to be a great place to shoot as the ring was really 
very quiet for most of the fair and therefore gave 
good access to take the pictures.
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Filling the frame

It is important with this type of photography to get the subject as large in the frame 
as possible, as although we can crop images on the computer, the smaller the area we 
crop down to the lower the image quality will be.

Of course the cameras today do have a very large amount of pixels, 18-24 million is 
about normal though there are cameras that go up as high as 50 million pixels available 
at the higher end of the range.

Having this many pixels will allow you to crop down to about 20% of the original image 
area and still get an acceptable picture quality as in the image to the right.  However, 
although this image looks nice and sharp at the size I am reproducing in this e-book, If 
the image was being blown up to an A3 or A2 size image it would lack sharpness due 
to the scale of the enlargement that has been done.

Therefore wherever possible try and fill the frame as much as you can when taking the 
image as it will give better quality in the long run.

The image on this page was taken with a basic full frame camera with only 200 mm 
lens fitted. If using a camera with the APS-C or  1.6x times crop sensor, the original 
framing with the same lens would be a lot tighter. 
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Start off with the easier subjects

When starting off in this type of photography, begin 
by photographing the subjects that are larger in size 
and which move relatively slowly.

The images here are all of subjects that are relatively 
easy to photograph. The image of the horses will 
need a shutter speed that is high enough to freeze 
the action, which I will talk about a lot more later in 
this book.

The other subjects along the bottom are all moving 
relatively slowly and therefore much more modest 
settings will still give a good image, But the fact that 
the subject is moving in all instances, will require the 
focusing to be set up for action rather than static 
subjects. 

It is in fact the focusing requirements of this type 
a subject that causes the most confusion for many 
photographers, especially as cameras become 
increasingly more complex in the way that they 
work. I will look at the focusing setup later in the 
book, but the good news is there is an automated 
mode that can easily cope with this sort of image.
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Camera choice for action

This really does depend on what you want to 
photograph. Any of the range will cope with the 
slower moving subjects. Though it has to be said that 
going up the range a little bit will give you a camera 
that is capable of focusing a bit faster. 

The models that are more tricky to use for this type 
of photography are the EOS M series which are often 
referred to as mirrorless. Although very small and 
light, and able to take the full range of EF and EF-S 
lenses via an adaptor, the reliance on viewing the 
images on the rear of the camera rather than through 
an optical viewfinder does make the handling, and 
indeed the shooting of images in bright light much 
more difficult. Especially with a large lens fitted as 
shown above. 

In the last few years we have seen a great deal of 
developments within the focusing system on the 
models in the entry level part of the market, this 
has made action photography more accessible and 
affordable for all photographers. The EOS 760D will 
cater for most types of action photography and the 
EOS 80D allows photographers to tackle almost any 
type of fast moving subject.

All of the EOS models allow enough configuration of the camera to allow an image like the one of the aircraft above to be taken. 
The lens shown is the EF-S 55-250mm f4.5-5.6 STM lens which is really going to be the minimum that is needed for this type of 
photography. It’s an affordable lens selling for about £230 at the time this book was written.

The EOS 80D is the ideal camera for this type of photography for the photographer that is still learning and offers a really 
good focusing performance, yet still retains a good level of automation for the newcomer to use. The EOS 7D Mark II is also an 
excellent model, however, it does lack many of the automatic modes that are very useful to the novice. 
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Explanation of sensor size

Within the EOS range there are now two types of 
sensor that can be found in the cameras. The sensor 
is effectively doing the same job, capturing the 
image, as the film used to do.

The full frame or 1.0x sensors  as they are generally 
referred to are the same size as a frame of film. This 
is 24mm x 36mm. The models that have these are 
mostly at the more expensive end of the range and are 
generally preferred by professional photographers.

When digital cameras first appeared they initially 
used a smaller sensor, referred to either as APS-C 
or 1.6x crop sensor. This is approximately 22mm 
x15mm in size. The 1.6x is often referred to as a 
magnification factor, which is incorrect, rather the 
image is cropped by a factor of 1.6x when compared 
to the image given by the full frame sensor.

The image to the right shows the difference that is 
made by simply changing the camera body on the 
same lens on the area that is being captured. The 
area captured is smaller effectively “cropping” the 
area that is being captured by the camera.

The easiest way to tell which model you have is to 
look at the camera’s lens mount. If there is a white 
square and a red dot marked for alignment of the 
lenses it is a APS-C or 1.6x crop model. If there is 
only an red dot, then it is a full frame or 1x model. 
The most frequently seen are the APS-C or 1.6x crop 
sensors that are found on most of the consumer 
models. The image to the right shows the mount of a 
camera featuring a APS-C or1.6x crop sensor, whilst 
the far right image is from a full frame camera or 
1.0x model.

1.6x crop or APS-C sensor area

1x or full frame sensor area
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Which is the best sensor size for action photography?

The APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor models offer a lot 
of advantages for action photography. They fill the 
frame much easier and so you do not need such long 
lenses, which keeps the cost of the outfit you need 
down.

Another benefit of the APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor 
models is that they are smaller and lighter and 
designed to take the more compact range of EF-S 
lenses. Though to be fair there are not that many 
lenses in the EF-S range that go up to the settings 
needed for action photography.

They do give the crop factor all through the lens 
range and so you will need lenses much wider than 
we used to use in the days of film to cope with 
landscape and travel images. However, this is not 
the drawback that it used to be thanks to the ever 
growing range of Canon EF-S lenses.

You may well be wondering why people buy 1.0x or 
full frame cameras. I actually have both and choose 
the one that works best for the type of photography 
I am doing at the time. The APS-C or 1.6x sensors 
models are great for people to get going with, being 
easy to use and set up and smaller and lighter to 
carry, especially when used with the EF-S series of 
lenses which are designed exclusively for them.

People who have done photography for many 
years, tend to prefer the full frame or 1.0x models 
as the lenses give the same image area as they were 
used to with film. The full frame models having a 
larger sensor also have a better low light capability. 
However when you start to look at the subjects 
tackled by these photographers you often find that 

Taken with a 300mm lens on a full frame model you can see how much closer the smaller sensor models would have got you, 
making it much easier to fill the frame with the subject.

they are the areas that suit the full frame models 
better such as landscape, travel, portrait and interior 
photography. You generally find that if they do 
action photography they also have one of the smaller 
sensor bodies within their outfit.

For a lot of amateur photographers  the APS-C or 
1.6x sensor models will give them the most flexible 
choice of body and certainly for action photography 
anything that helps you get the subject to fill the 
frame a little bit easier is generally a good thing.

It can be important, especially if working to a tight 
budget to chose the body carefully as there is a one 
way compatibility of the lenses. The general EF range 
of lenses can fit any of the EOS D-SLR bodies but not 
the mirrorless M series bodies without an adaptor.

The EF-S range of lenses are exclusive to the APS-C 
or 1.6x sensor models, so if you buy a range of these 
and decide to change to a full frame models you will 
need to change all your lenses as well.

1.6x crop or APS-C sensor area
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Cameras to aspire to...

EOS 70D

EOS 7D Mark II

The EOS 70D is a camera that is designed to be a 
good all round camera but it can be configured very 
easily for action photography with 19 autofocus 
points. This means it copes well with the demands of 
all types of action such as birds in flight in addition 
to being able to take good pictures of static birds.

This is a good progression from some of the more 
basic models in the range such as the EOS 500D, 
550D, 600D, 650D and 700D models. The EOS 70D 
retains all the more easy to use features, allowing 

you to grow into using the camera within your own 
time. Although some of the controls have moved 
position, the menu system in general operation will 
be very familiar to most photographers.

This camera has the ability to shoot seven frames 
per second and therefore it’s focusing ability is much 
higher than models further down range. This model 
has the APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor which allows either 
the EF-S or the EF lenses to be used on this model. 

The EOS 7D Mark II is a stunning camera, with the ability 
to shoot at up to 10 frames per second and with 65 
autofocus points and so is ideal for action photography. 
The camera also performs extremely well for more 
general types of photography. This model has the ability 
to autofocus down to f8 allowing the use of extenders on 
some lenses.

However, for the novice this is not the easiest of cameras 
to get to grips with. If you have been used to some of 
the more basic models in the range, you’re going to find 

that pretty much everything will be in a different place or 
will have changed the way that it works. Even if you have 
previously used a mid-range model such as the EOS 70D, 
it is still a big step up and will take a lot of getting used to.

That said if you’re interested in photographing fast 
action such as birds in flight, then it has to be about the 
ultimate model for this purpose. The EOS 7D Mark II has 
the APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor which allows either the 
EF-S or the EF lenses to be used on this model. 

EOS 80D The EOS 80D is a new model on the market at the 
time of writing. It brings the specification of the 
enthusiast models up to the level which we’ve seen 
previously only on the advanced amateur and semi-
professional models.

The EOS 80D replaces the EOS 70D in the market, but 
improves on the focusing performance significantly.

The camera features 45 autofocus points and shoots 
at the same seven frames per second which is 

afforded by the EOS 70D.

A significant improvement is its ability to shoot with 
selected lenses and extender combinations which only 
give an aperture of  f8 over 27 of its focusing points.

This enables more responsive focusing, with more 
affordable lens plus extender combinations than 
has ever been able to be achieved before, even with 
significantly more advanced models. This model has 
the APS-C or 1.6x crop sensor which allows either 
the EF-S or the EF lenses to be used on this model.
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Lens jargon and terminology

I am trying to avoid as much jargon as possible in this 
book, however,  lenses are described in a very specific 
way and so I am going to look at what all the description 
on the lens actually means in simple terms.

The most important thing that describes a lens is its 
focal length. This is a number that is shown on the 
lens and it has mm after it. If there are two numbers, 
then the lens is a zoom lens and in the example 
shown on the right has a range starting at 18mm and 
going up to 55mm. 

Zoom lenses are the most commonly seen in use 
today as they are very convenient to use and prevent 
having to change lens too frequently. 

If there is only one number shown then it is a fixed focal 
length or prime lens, which does not zoom, as in the 
example below. In this case the lens is a 50mm lens. 
There are advantages to the fixed focal length lenses. 

Focal length

Widest apertures

They generally let in more light, are smaller and 
often lighter than the equivalent zoom lens and 
offer higher quality. However, the down side of them 
is you need more of them, which makes the outfit 
larger and heavier to carry around. 

For most amateur photographers starting out in 
action photography, the lenses of choice will be a 
zoom lens, for the greater convenience of use and 
also to allow you to change the framing of the shot. 

The type of lens I would be using is the type illustrated 
below, its an EF 100-400mm f4.5-5.6L IS USM II lens, 
however, you do not need to go to these extremes to 
get some great images.

Any lens that goes up to 200mm will allow you to 
get some great action images of the larger subjects. 
It is only with subjects such as birds in flight that the 
specification and focal length of the lens needs to 
increase significantly in order to get the very best 
shots.
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Lens jargon and terminology

The focal length of the lens tells us the type of lens 
that it is and the effect that it will have on the image. 
Lenses can be broken down into three basic groups 

Wide angle: These get more into the picture than 
we naturally see with the eye but they also make 
things look further away and smaller and so we do 
not generally use these for action photography. 
Focal lengths from 35mm down to 10mm would be 
considered to be a wide angle focal length.

Standard: These are lenses that give the same width 
and appearance as we see naturally with the human 
eye. However, as they do not make the subject look 
closer they are not generally used for most action 
photography. Lenses from 36mm up to 55mm are 
generally considered to be a standard focal length.

Telephoto: These are the lenses that are used for 
action photography. They capture a narrower area 
than we naturally see with the eye and make the 
subject appear to be a lot closer to us. Telephoto 
lenses technically start at 56mm but it is not until 
200mm and longer that they start to be realistic to 
use for action photography. Telephoto lenses can be 
split into two groups. The normal telephoto lenses 
have focal lengths from 56mm and go up to 300mm.  
The focal length of 300mm is ideal for those that are 
starting to shoot images of action.

You then have the Ultra telephoto lenses, these 
range from 400mm up to 800mm in the current 
range. The word ultra also seems to mean expensive 
as there are none of these lenses  that will be found 
under a thousand pounds and many will be much 
more than that.

10mm 14mm 17mm

20mm 24mm 35mm

50mm 70mm 85mm

100mm 135mm 200mm

The images above are taken from the same spot but with the lens focal length being changed between each shot. As the focal 
length gets higher you can see a smaller part being captured. The 50mm image shows the scene as it looked to the eye.
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Lens jargon and terminology

This shows you if the lens is an EF or EF-S type. This will tell 
you what the compatibility of the lens is. 

EF actually stands for Electronic Focus. 

EF-S stands for Electronic Focus - Short back focus which is the 
way that they are making the lenses smaller.

This tells you the focal length of the lens. This lens goes from 
18mm which is wide angle up to 135mm which is telephoto 
and in between those two extremes covers the standard focal 
lengths as well. These days it is quite common for a lens to 
cover a range of focal length types in the one lens to make it 
more versatile.

This is the aperture range, however, what it tells you is the 
widest aperture that the lens features. This lens has a variable 
widest aperture and so will be f3.5 on the 18mm setting of 
the lens and will vary down to f5.6 when the lens is set to 
its 135mm position. This is a common feature on the more 
affordable lenses. Most affordable telephoto lenses suitable 
for action will be f5.6 when zoomed in. I will explain more 
about the aperture shortly.

The IS indicates that the lens features Image 
Stabilisation which helps you to hold the lens 
steady making it easier to track subjects and can 
prevent camera shake occurring when shooting 
in lower light levels. This is an important feature 
to have as it can significantly increase the 
number of good images that you get.

STM is the type of Motor that is fitted 
into the lens. STM stand for Stepping 
Motor which is a fast and very quiet 
motor. USM is even faster and totally 
silent in use. If there is no motor type 
then the lens uses the standard micro 
motor type which does produce a noise 
when working.

This indicates the filter size that 
the lens takes.
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About the aperture

The aperture is the mechanism in the lens that 
controls how much light is being let into the camera. 
It is an important part of the exposure control on the 
camera. It is used in combination with the shutter 
speed and ISO settings that we will look at in the 
settings chapter. Although it is found in the lens, the 
camera is controlling the setting that is being used. 

It also modifies the depth of field that the lens gives. 
This is how much is sharp from front to back within 
the image. Though this can change a lot more by 
changing the focal length of the lens than by actual 
changing the aperture setting.

As we have just seen the front of the lens displays 
the widest aperture(s) that the lens offers. Of course 
all lenses have a range of apertures, but the widest 
setting is important as it indicates how well the lens 
will work in lower light levels. 

The camera always focuses with the aperture wide 
open and then closes immediately before the image 
is taken this allows you to have a bright view through 
the viewfinder.

Therefore the widest aperture available on a lens 

Although only the widest 
aperture is quoted the 
lens will have a range of 
apertures. Most lenses go 
down to f22, though a few 
go down to f32 or even 
smaller. Left f1.4, middle 
f5.6 right f22.

also has a bearing on how well the camera’s focusing 
will work. The cameras mostly need an aperture of 
f5.6 as a minimum for its focusing system to work 
correctly  and so you will never see a Canon lens 
with a widest aperture smaller than this.  Some 
independent lenses do not open up as wide as this 
when used on their longest focal length. A widest 
aperture of f6.3 is commonly seen and can result in 
a very temperamental focusing performance when 
the lens is zoomed into it fullest setting.

However, there are some professional models, 
namely the 1D series, 5D Mark III, 5D Mark IV, 5DS 
models, 7D Mark II and the 80D and the that will 
allow focusing down to f8, this is principally to allow 
the use of extenders on some of the longer range 
L series lenses. However this significantly drops the 
performance of the focusing on many of the models, 
when the aperture drops down to this level.

I will look at the use of extenders, what they are and 
their compatibly with the various lenses in more 
depth later in this chapter as although they often 
sound a good idea they are not practical or able to 
be used with most of the affordable lenses.
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The lenses you need for action photography

If you look at the professionals who shoot action 
images, most will have a range of large and heavy fixed 
focal length lenses with which they shoot. Although 
these lenses are nice to have, not everybody wants 
the size or weight to carry around and they will be 
outside of many photographers budgets.

To a large degree the type of lens you need will 
depend upon the subject that you are photographing. 
Wildlife subjects will generally need the larger lenses 
which have longer focal lengths of 400mm and 
above.

For many airshows a 300mm fitted to a camera with 
the smaller APS-C or1.6x crop sensor will be more 
than enough to fill the frame.

For some of the action at places like county fairs even 
the standard kit lens will be long enough to achieve 
some good action images with the larger subjects 
that are easier to get close to.

It is possible to manage with more affordable lenses.  
The lens illustrated below is the EF-S 55-250mm f4.5-
5.6 IS STM lens.  It’s very light, weighing in at just 375 
grams. Being a EF-S lens it is only compatible with 
the bodies that feature the APS-C or 1.6x sensors.  
If we factor in the crop factor of these bodies this 
lens is equivalent to using a 88-400mm lens on a full 
frame or 1.0x camera.

The image to the right was taken using this lens and 
it was set to just 200 mm when the shot was taken. 
Admittedly the birds were being fed and so they 
were coming much closer than normal. 

This lens would be considered the minimum that you need to start taking 
good action images and is very affordable, at about £250.  This lens features 
image stabilisation which is important to help prevent camera shake 
occurring   and has a fast STM focusing motor which is silent in use. 

Are Canon lenses better?

A question that I get asked a lot is are Canon lenses really any better? When 
I’m out training I get to see lots of different lenses, and the simple answer is 
yes. The Canon ones simply work faster quicker and definitely more silently.

There’s an old saying, you get what you pay for. When buying lenses this is 
definitely the case. Although an independent lens may appear to offer much 
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