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What makes a good 

photograph? 



Judging Photographs 

 Technical qualities 

 Composition 

 Impact 



Technical Qualities 

 Focus 

 Sharpness 

 Exposure 

 White balance 

 Lighting and shadows 

 Noise 

 

 



Composition 

 Strong center of interest 

 Subject positioning -- Rule of Thirds 

 Elements are balanced 

 Use of leading lines, curves, circles, angles 

 Spatial relationships: foreground & background 

 Cropping: Negative space eliminated 

 Level horizon 

 Framing elements 

 Space for objects to move into 

 

 



Impact 

 Provokes an emotional response 

 Tells a story 

 Striking color or texture 

 Unique subject, perspective or lighting 

 Depiction of speed or motion 

 Creativity 

 



Scoring 

 Western Wisconsin Photography Club uses a 9-

point scale scored by three judges. 

 Score of “9” is the best 

 Score of “1” is the worst 

 



Scoring 

 Below average: “1″ to “4″ 

Out of focus (unless intentionally) 

 Harshly Over or under-exposed (some allowances given 

when image viewed via a video projector) 

 Little impact or imagination 

Out of category or not relevant to the theme (if 

entered in the “theme” category) 

 

 



This is an example of an image deserving a score between 1 and 4.  The image is out of focus.  The perspective  
leaves the chair slanted.  The background is very busy, which detracts attention away from the main subject 
(the children).  The image lacks impact or interest. 



This is another example of an image deserving a score between 1 and 4.  The photographer captured a fair 
depiction of the bridge, but it was not exposed properly.  The highlights are blown out, and the a lot of the 
details of the bridge, water and the sky are lost. 



Scoring 

 Average: “5″ to “6″ 

 Technically correct (focus, exposure, etc) 

Good color for the subject and background 

 Little impact or imagination 

 Relevant to the theme (if entered in the “theme” 

category) 

 



This is an example of an average image.  It is very much a “snap-shot,” as there was not a lot of planning or 
design to it.  The image has several good technical qualities (e.g. focus, exposure, white balance) .  It tells a 
story, but not a particularly interesting one.  It could be improved by cropping out the empty space left of the 
girl and at the top of the frame.  This would utilize the “rule of thirds” and position the girl off-center.     



This is another average image. The composition could be improved by shooting the scene from a different 
perspective so the bluffs on the right of the image are not so prominent.  This would help to put more 
emphasis on the bridge and river, which are the main center of interest. 



Scoring 

 Above average: “7″ to “8″ 

 Technically correct 

Good presentation 

Good composition 

Good pictorial treatment 

 Tells a story or creates a mood 

 High impact to the viewer 

 Exemplifies the theme (if entered in the “theme” 

category) 



This is an above average image that scored 
a 7.  It has good technical qualities.  The 
composition is good, featuring a wolf in a 
natural setting.   What is missing is strong 
impact.  The wolf is just sitting there.  An 
image of a wolf doing something (e.g. 
feeding, hunting, nursing, etc) may provoke 
a stronger emotional response and provide 
more impact. 



This is an above average image that scored an 8.  It has outstanding technical qualities and the subject is 
beautifully composed.  The fawns are complimented nicely by the flowers behind them.  The image has impact 
because of the unique qualities of the subject – two fawns in a meadow.  The image could be improved by 
cropping out the trees in the far background.  They do not add anything to the image, and by eliminating them, 
the main subject is strengthened.  



Scoring 

 Outstanding: “9″ 

 “Knocks your socks off” quality of image 

 Technically correct in all respects 

Outstanding composition 

 Tells a complete story or creates a mood for the viewer 

 High impact to the viewer on first sight 

 Exemplifies the theme (if entered in the “theme” 
category) 

 An image you would want to have in your home or 
office 

 



This is an example of an outstanding image.  It  
features the highest technical qualities and 
superior composition and artistic design.      



This another example of an outstanding 
image. 



Critique 

 Be Positive -  Start with a positive quality of the photograph.   Then 
describe what might have improved the photograph. 

 

 Don’t Find Fault - You don’t always have to find something wrong 
with the photo. If it isn’t an above average photo you can just let 
them know how it could have been improved.  

 

 Personal Bias - Don’t inject your personal bias into the judging and 
critique of the photograph.  

 

 Difficulty Level - Don’t let your personal perceived level of 
difficulty enter into the scoring of the photograph. 

 


