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My introduction to Sports Photojournalism 
(PSJ) started out about a year after my wife and 
I had retired to Lake Arrowhead, CA. She tore 
out a 2 x 2-inch section in our local paper and 
handed it to me and asked if I would be interested.  
That newspaper clipping read as follows: “You 
like sports? You like photography? Be the sports 
photographer for our newspaper.” I think I said 
something like “WHAT? A Sports Photographer? 
I have plans on being the next Tom Mangelsen or 
Michael Frey or Cristina Mittermeier, traveling 
around the world photographing exciting wildlife 
and jaw-dropping landscapes!” After a day 
thinking about it, I submitted my name, and the 
next thing I knew after the interview, I was the new 
sports photographer for our paper. Seven years 
later, and having shot some 150,000 photos as a 
“photojournalist, sports photographer,” I think that 
the shoe does fit!  

Like anything I do, just being okay is not what 
drives me, and in those early days of my new 
vocation, I quickly contacted a friend to give me 
some advice. He steered me to the Associated 
Press Code of Ethics that can be found at https://
www.ap.org/about/news-values-and-principles/
telling-the-story/visuals, where what is acceptable 

and what is not is clearly laid out. This has been 
my guide to how I photograph and edit my images.  
But there was a problem—I didn’t want to just go 
shoot a football or basketball game, I wanted to 
get the same quality of photographs published in 
Sports Illustrated for my hometown high school 
fans! How could I learn that?  

I had the opportunity to attend two of  Peter 
Reed Miller’s (Miller was one of Sports Illustrated 
[SI] photographers) workshops. Mr. Miller has 
more than 20 covers, and has photographed 
everything from several Olympics to Super 
Bowls, while teaching countless workshops. 
Some additional resources are Associated Press 
Guide to Photojournalism by Brian Horton, 
Photojournalism, The Professionals’ Approach, by 
Kenneth Kobre—especially when photographing 
sports, as well as KelbyOne training and many 
internet sources. I am not one for rules, but 
knowing that rules have a place in life, I have 
developed what I call the Seven Components or 
Principles of Sports Photojournalism (SPJ).  

The first component is to be familiar with the 
sport you are shooting. Whether it’s football, 
baseball, wrestling, tennis, motocross, or skiing, 
the photographer must know where to be in order 
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to get some of the best shots possible, and should 
anticipate which hand a basketball player uses to 
shoot layups, or how to get that shot on the first 
or third base line in a baseball game. No, there is 
no guarantee you will get the shot, but knowing 
about the sport will increase your success. Yes, 
absolutely having access gives a person a better 
chance to get high action shots, but if one doesn’t 
have access and is restricted to the stands, then 
paying attention to what is going on is paramount, 
whether the photographer has access or not. It is 
just a different perspective! 

The second component is shooting at the peak 
moment of the play which tells the story. This 
is the ultimate challenge of SPJ. It is not that 
shot before or after, but that moment where it 
is right on. I started with my Nikon® D800 and 
quickly realized that at 4 FPS, it was not going 
to do the job! I would cover a football game 
and realize that the quarterback was throwing a 
pass, his arm back to throw, and the next shot he 
was on the ground. Dang, I missed the shot! I 
not only missed the throw from the quarterback 
but I missed the lineman grabbing and taking 
down the quarterback. In any sporting event 
whether basketball, soccer, or track and field, the 
photojournalist wants that moment that shows the 
emotion, that moment that tells the story of what is 
happening, not before and not after.  

Of course, there is a cost issue to get that peak 
moment. This means you will need a camera that 
has a high FPS rate around 8-14 or more and 
works great in low light, or an effective ISO of 
52,000. For lenses, I use zoom lenses which give 
me the ability to shoot from the third base dugout 
all the way to the outfield, or get the soccer play, 
half way down the field, backing off to catch the 
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player run down field to the take a shot on goal!  
You need that versatility. Taking “snapshots” for 
sports photojournalism just doesn’t work at all.  
There is a saying, “If you see it and then press 
the shutter, you missed the shot.” It goes back to 
component number one, you need to know the 
sport to anticipate that peak moment.  

My third component is to have eye/face contact 
with your subject. There is not much of a story 
when all you see is the back of the head of a player 
or players. Just as in portrait, wildlife and other 
types of photojournalism, the eye/face shows 
emotions, struggle, pain and excitement and many 
times that can be, or is the story itself. 

The fourth component is that the ball, or any 
other element which is the object of competition, 
should be in the shot. Some examples might be 
a quarterback just releasing the ball, the baseball 
player making a diving catch or a throw to first 
base, or a soccer player diving for a header, or 
taking a shot on goal. These all illustrate a ball and 
its dynamic with the athlete and contribute to a 
stronger image.  

There are instances, at a peak moment, where 
a ball is not involved. An example could be the 
intensity and drama in a football game where 
an offensive and defensive lineman are clashing 
in a play, and neither have a ball. Or the famous 
photographs of the injured Kirk Gibson who hit 
the home run in the bottom of the ninth inning to 
win the World Series for the Dodgers in 1998, as 
he ran the bases with arms raised in victory, no ball 
was needed to tell that story.   

In sports whose winning strategy doesn’t 
involve any type of object, like motocross where 
riders fight for position, a swimmer making her 
final charge to the touch plate, a high jumper 
clearing the bar, the photographer must go to that 
peak moment and eye/facial contact.  Are there 
exceptions? Yes, but the photograph needs to stand 
on its own merit, in context and story.  

My fifth component, sort of a surprising but not 
essential one, and almost impossible to shoot, is 
a play where the athlete’s feet are off the ground.  
For a photo which includes this element you must 
shoot continually high, FPS, mode. You cannot 
plan for your subject to be photographed in midair, 
so to speak, but if it is in your sequence of shots, it 
sure adds to the story and the peak moment.   

Component number six is to shoot for the 
intensity, interaction, the involvement of facial 
expression or body language, as a dramatic, or 
comic, element of the story. When you really break 
it down, this is the story. Showing the intensity, 
the facial expression of the player, and/or if there 
is any interaction between players, is key. The 
shot could be of the win or defeat, the hugs of 
celebration, or the hanging heads from a loss.

The final component, number seven, is your 
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subject must be in focus. If your image is not 
tack sharp, or if there is camera shake because 
you are handholding your camera when you’re 
using a medium to large telephoto lens, then 
toss the image. Remember, your photograph is a 
representation of you and you want to come across 
as a “tack sharp” image photographer. A solution 
to the issue is a good monopod which takes the 
weight of the camera and steadies it, as opposed 
to lifting your camera up to your eye for every 
shot. Again this is a part of knowing the sport and 
the anticipation of the play. Regardless, the image 
must be tack sharp.  

It is exciting to cover an action-packed sporting 
event; there is a thrill to see the clock run down 
as the intensity of the game is amplified. It takes 
time to understand the sport and the nuances of the 
game as well as the players, but by following these 
seven components, your images will get better 
over time. After you have covered that sport for the 
fourth time, take a look at your images; you might 
notice some redundancy, many of the images look 
similar. This is the challenge of covering a sport 
many times; you can get in a rut, you lose your 
creativity, other than the same old shot. Shoot from 
a different angle, maybe lie down on the ground, 
or move to the left or right of your typical spot, or 
possibly from above in the stands; mix it up.     

Lastly, as my wife will tell you, I still dream 
of traveling the world to those remote exotic 
areas, with blood-sucking, biting insects and 
snakes infesting steaming jungles, photographing 
Silverback Gorillas. Or to be out in the oppressive 
heat of the Great Rift Valley of Kenya, or off to the 
bone-chilling plains of the Arctic, photographing 
polar bears. I do plan to spend some time in the 
High Sierra mountains of California, closer to 
home. In the meantime, I have shot images in 
some great nail-biting intense games and it has 
been enjoyable and fulfilling for me, as the people 
who read our local paper can attest. Following 
what I call the seven components or guidelines 
was never designed to be the definitive answer to 
good sports photojournalism, but it has been what 
I have learned and applied in my work in sports 
photojournalism. n
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Basketball—A Non-Contact Sport

Dave Ficke, Lake Arrowhead, CA is an 
accomplished photographer specializing in 
wildlife, landscape wildflowers and sports 
photography. He currently is the sports 
photographer for the Mountain News, covering 
RIM High School sports. He has won various 
photography contests in the categories of 
Macro (wildflowers), Landscape, Nature and 
Photojournalism. Dave has been an educator 
for 33 years, specializing in Environmental and 
Field Biology education. He is a member of the 
Redlands Camera Club.                                                                            


