Handout on basic digital cameras

Benefits of digital photography

The digital age has made photography easier and more convenient. With a digital camera, you'll experience all the joys of traditional photography plus these benefits:

Save time and money

Digital photography doesn't require film, so there's no need for film processing. Instead, pictures are stored in either the camera's internal memory or on removable digital media. Just transfer your pictures directly from camera to computer. You won't waste film, because you can view all your photos and erase any you don't want, even while they're still in the camera.

You can use your computer to crop photos, remove red-eye, add borders and create other special effects. You can also make your own prints at home with a few clicks of the mouse and a photo-quality printer.

Share your photos like never before

Want to email your pictures to friends and family? Interested in posting photos on the Web or creating online photo albums? With a digital camera, you can do all this and more -- without the hassle of converting traditional photos into digital form.

How to use a digital camera

Snap

Using a digital camera is similar to using a traditional camera, but without the film. Instead of taking film to a photo lab to be developed, you simply transfer your photos from the removable media or internal memory directly to your computer. You can also view your photos immediately on your camera and erase any you don't want.

Store

After you transfer your photos from the camera's internal memory or removable media to your computer, it's easy to archive them. You can store them on your computer's hard drive or copy them to disks or CDs. 

Customize

Improve and enhance your photos by using photo-editing software. Crop unwanted areas, remove red-eye, add borders and create other special effects.

Share

Email your pictures to friends and family, post photos on the Web and create online photo albums. 

Print

Printing digital photos is fun and easy. One way is to send them to an online photo center where you can order prints, enlargements and photo gifts. Another is to make your own prints at home using a photo-quality printer. See our selection of printers.

Key features of a digital camera

Image Resolution

The image resolution of your digital camera will determine what you can do with your photos. If you want to only email or post them on the Web, look for a camera with up to 1 megapixel . If you want to make prints for your family album, you'll want between 1.3 and 2.1 megapixels. Making clear, crisp prints measuring 8 x 10 inches and larger will require a higher resolution. Today's digital cameras have resolution capabilities ranging from less than 1 megapixel to more than 3 megapixels.

Lens

Basic point-and-shoot digital cameras will have a fixed focus lens. This means you won't be able to zoom in on your subject. Most other models have an optical zoom, a digital zoom or both, letting you get close to the action.

 Image Storage Format

Digital photos are stored either in the camera's internal memory or in removable media. Internal memory is common with basic cameras. If you're planning on taking lots of pictures or using a high resolution, look for a camera that uses removable media, such as 3.5-inch floppy disks or memory cards. Some of the more popular kinds of memory cards are CompactFlash, SmartMedia and Memory Stick. Your camera choice will determine which type of memory card you'll need.

Display

Digital cameras will have an optical viewfinder, an LCD screen or both. Optical viewfinders are common in point-and-shoot cameras. An LCD screen lets you see the photos before or after you've taken them, so you can delete the ones you don't want.

Battery

Some digital cameras use standard alkaline batteries. Others come with rechargeable batteries and an AC power cord for recharging. To extend battery life, use the electronic LCD screen sparingly. 

Which Camera is right for me

Before you buy, think about how you would like to use your camera and what and what you will want to do with your pictures.

Good camera

(Less than 1 megapixel)

These are for you if you just want to take snapshots that you can share through email or post on the Web. Nothing fancy needed -- just a budget-priced camera for easy, point-and-shoot fun. Many models in this category include a built-in flash. 

Better camera

(1 to 2 megapixels)

In addition to emailing and posting photos online, these cameras are good if you'd like enough resolution to make good-quality prints in medium sizes (up to 4 x 6 inches), features like optical zoom lens and digital zoom, and a good-size LCD screen with removable memory.

 Best camera

(3 megapixels or more)

this is the right choice if you're a serious amateur or business user who needs a higher-power optical zoom lens, more memory and download options, rechargeable batteries with longer life and more megapixels for making large (8 x 10 inches), high-quality prints and other advanced features.

Digital camera terms

Batteries

Some digital cameras use AAA batteries. Others come with rechargeable batteries and an AC power cord for recharging. To extend battery life, use the electronic LCD screen sparingly. 

Computer System Requirements

Digital cameras are used with personal computers. When you shop for a digital camera, check the list of computer hardware and software it requires to ensure the camera is compatible with your computer. Specific system requirements vary from camera to camera, but all of them share a few basic requirements. For example, you'll need a computer with a CD-ROM drive so you can install software for downloading and editing photos. If you want to share photos via email or the Web, you'll also need an Internet connection. Most digital cameras connect to your computer through a USB (universal serial bus) port, but some will require a serial or parallel port. (For example, USB connections won't work with the Windows NT 4.0 operating system.)

Digital Zoom

A digital zoom is software inside the camera that crops the edges from a photo and enlarges the rest of it. This is done after you take a picture and you want to "zoom in" on a portion of it. The digital zoom is handy, although it does reduce the original resolution (sharpness) of your picture. Some cameras have both digital and optical zoom capabilities.

Download

Photos stored in a digital camera can be transferred (downloaded) to a computer by one of several methods, depending on the camera and computer. The most common is to plug either the camera or the removable memory adapter into a computer's serial port. Newer cameras and computers can be connected via a USB (universal serial bus) port. Downloading is faster with a USB port than with a serial or parallel connection.

Flash

Most digital cameras are equipped with a built-in flash that is activated in dim lighting. Full-featured cameras have extra flash modes, such as red-eye reduction and night-portrait settings.

LCD Screen

Many digital cameras have an optical viewfinder (like that of a traditional camera) and a color LCD (liquid crystal display) screen similar to those on video cameras. An LCD screen allows you to view and evaluate photos stored in your camera's memory, so you can keep the best and erase the rest.

Megapixel

A megapixel is a unit of photographic resolution equal to 1 million pixels per square inch.

Memory

Digital memory is the "film" of digital cameras. "Internal memory" is built into the camera and cannot be removed. To download photos from internal memory to your computer, you must plug in the whole camera. Removable media, or "external memory," consists of a disk or memory card that can be removed from the camera so you can download later. If you have an extra disk or memory card, you can fill one up with photos, replace it with the spare and keep on shooting. The most popular memory cards are CompactFlash, SmartMedia and Memory Stick. (See individual camera descriptions to determine which memory type is required.) Memory cards are more expensive than standard disks, but they hold more photos. Today's memory cards have a capacity from 2 MB to more than 128 MB each. 

Optical Zoom

This is the same kind of zoom lens found in traditional cameras. An optical zoom uses the camera lens to get wide-angle, telephoto and macro (close-up) shots. Unlike a digital zoom, an optical zoom will not reduce the resolution of your photos.

Pixels

Digital photos are made up of tiny dots called pixels. The more pixels per square inch, the sharper the resolution of the photos.

Resolution

Resolution refers to the concentration of pixels or megapixels used to make up a photo. Cameras with higher resolution can take sharper photos. Resolution is expressed by the number of horizontal pixels multiplied by the number of vertical pixels in a square inch. For example, the most basic cameras have a resolution of 640 x 480 pixels per square inch (that's 307,200 pixels, or about 0.3 megapixels). Some advanced models go up to 2,048 x 1,536 pixels (3,145,728 pixels, or 3.1 megapixels). If sharp, 3-x-5-inch and larger prints are important to you, look for a camera that's capable of at least 1 megapixel resolution.

