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This is me
• I was a VERY frustrated artist

• I’m also a perfectionist and 
neatnik

• There is no 80/20 rule in my 
world, it’s all or nothing

• I retired from a 30-year 
international sales career in 
2014

• With my newfound time, I took 
some photography classes

• I needed things to photograph 
so I volunteered at our local 
shelter

• And then this happened…



March 7, 2015

• I fell in love with this 
image

• I had no idea how I 
made it

• I couldn’t reproduce it

• It started me on a 
journey that continues 
today

• 50mm @f/1.4 ISO 200



Penny Whistle Photography

• Launched in 2015

• Started photographing pets and their people

• Opened a studio space in 2016

• Expanded to include headshots and families 

• Earned my CPP (Certified Professional Photographer) in 2018

• Now pursuing my Master of Photography degree with PPA

• General portrait artist
• Families, high school seniors, pets and equine, headshots, commercial 

and editorial 

• I invest heavily into my photography education; technique, lighting, posing 
and editing 



3 Tips for 
Better Family Photos
Posing, Depth of Field and Clothes



Family portrait posing

• Create visual interest with varying heights of subjects
• Use rocks, low walls, benches or holding small children 

• Construct triangles 

• Make sure everyone is connected

• Capture both camera aware and camera unaware images
• Prompts for camera unaware: “Everyone look to the loudest person in 

the family” or for kids “Who last farted in the car?”

• Same concepts hold true for larger families
• Build small family specific groupings within the larger group image













Exercise
If you don’t volunteer, you might be “voluntold” 



Manage Your Depth of 
Field
I am both a right-brain, AND a left-brain photographer 





What we know about portrait 
photography
• Shallow depth of field makes for creamy bokeh backgrounds

• Long lenses compress scenes and separate your subject from the 
background

• Portrait lenses (typically 70-135mm) produce more realistic proportions

• You can affect your background with distance of subject to camera and 
subject to background

• These things hold true for family photography as well, but you need to 
manage your DOF a bit closer



Get techy

• Know your lens and its abilities 

• Use a Depth of Field calculator app to 
maximize aperture setting

• Measure the distance to your subjects

• Watch your posing
• Large groups of people tend to 

curve at the ends

• If you choose a smaller aperture to 
ensure focus, you can move your 
subjects further away from the 
background to create bokeh



Bonus tip
• Use a tripod and  

intervalometer to 
photograph yourself in 
your family photo

• Set for 2-3 second 
intervals

• Get everyone in place and 
prompt

• No more setting a 10-
second timer and running 
into place. For. Every. 
Single. Frame.



What to wear

• NOT white or black shirts! 
• White photographs larger (who wants that?)
• Black = floating heads

• Jewel tones look great on everyone and in every season, particularly fall and 
winter
• Ruby red, sapphire blue, emerald green, harvest gold

• Pastels work in spring and summer

• Dark or neutral trousers, jeans fine, darker wash is better

• Closed toe shoes and boots (not sneakers)

• Jewelry 
• Small earrings, statement necklaces draw attention to face, big bangles 

can cut off wrist 



Limit color palette, stick to solids

• Avoid large, busy patterns and stripes

• Avoid small, tight patterns as they can moiré 

• Jeans don’t count as blue, they’re a neutral like khaki and charcoal

• Limit the overall palette to 2 main colors

• Choose colors that “go together”, not necessarily match

• Each person should “own” their own color to avoid blending

• Use varying tonal values of the same color to build visual interest
• i.e. navy blue, royal blue and baby blue



Moiré













Bonus tip
• Keep the littles 

engaged by letting 
them do something 
fun every few frames, 
let them make 
decisions, or one 
crazy picture at the 
end

• The promise of candy 
also works



3 Tips for 
Better Pet Pictures
Get low, change it up, embrace the imperfect



1. Get low

• We don’t often see our 
dogs at their eye level, 
photographing them that 
way introduces a new 
perspective

• For tiny dogs that means I 
lay on the ground, or raise 
the dog up somehow

• For larger dogs, I’m 
sitting, kneeling or 
squatting

• Pet photography is a 
workout













Bonus 
tip
Never put the 
camera down, be 
ready to capture 
the unexpected



2. Change it up

• Photograph your pet from 
below, or above

• Playing at what they love
• Disc
• Swimming
• Fetch

• Use a different lens
• Wide angle for distortion
• Macro to capture the 

details

• Treat catch

• Use peanut butter to get a 
great lick

















3. Embrace 
the imperfect

• Life with animals can be messy, 
fun and heartbreaking – often 
all at the same time – images 
that capture that are honest 
and people love them

• Not every image needs to have 
everyone looking at the camera 
– I love camera unaware images

• Ears don’t have to be up for 
every picture

• Your pet does not have to be 
smiling

















3 Tips for
Better Photos with Pets
Get faces close together, in – but not in – the picture, don’t 
look at the camera



Closer…
• For me, the key to intimate 

pictures of people and their 
pets is to get faces close 
together 

• Lower people, but consider 
carefully before seating adults 
on the ground

• Raise the animals in a natural 
way

• Small animals can be held

• Get creative

• Rules – if you’re going to break 
them, do it for the right reasons

















2. Not quite 
in the 
picture

• Many clients say “Oh, I 
don’t want to be in the 
pictures”, but there’s a 
way to achieve “in, but 
not quite in”

• I’ve never had a client 
regret making these 
images and they 
usually purchase them 
– it’s something they 
can’t do themselves 
with their iPhone













3. Don’t look 
at the 
camera!

• Camera unaware 
images can be some 
of the most 
meaningful and 
intimate you’ll ever 
make

• Just the simple 
prompt of “Forget 
about me, do all the 
things you normally 
with your pet” is all it 
takes













Photo credit: Sylvia Elzafon



Thank you

• tracy@pennywhistlephotography.com

• Mobile: (972) 345-7852

• https://www.pennywhistlephotography.com/

• Socials
• https://www.facebook.com/PennyWhistlePhotography/
• https://www.instagram.com/pennywhistlephotography/
• https://www.pinterest.com/pennywhistlephoto
• https://www.youtube.com/c/PennyWhistlePhotography
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