
ALTERED PORTRAITS 
Portrait Photography with a Twist 

 
BIG IDEA: 

• Portrait photography with a twist 
 
ESSENTIAL QUESTIONS: 

• What is portrait photography? 
• How does lighting impact your subject? 
• How can you alter the subject in the portrait to put a modern spin on it? 

 
OBJECTIVES: Students will… 

• Look at and discuss work by Wes Naman.  
• Further research work by Wes Naman individually.  
• Develop an idea for an altered portrait, capture it, and edit it.  
• Print or digitally submit photographs for grading.  
• Participate in a critique of the photographs.  

 
STANDARDS: http://www.nationalartsstandards.org/ 
Middle School: 

• ART: 
o 6th grade: 

§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr2.1.6, Demonstrate openness in trying 
new ideas, materials, methods, and approaches in making works 
of art and design. 

§ Visual Arts/Responding: VA:Re9.1.6, Develop and apply 
relevant criteria to evaluate a work of art. 

o 7th grade: 
§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr1.2.7, Develop criteria to guide 

making a work of art or design to meet an identified goal. 
§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr2.1.7, Demonstrate persistence in 

developing skills with various materials, methods, and approaches 
in creating works of art or design. 

§ Visual Arts/Responding: VA:Re9.1.7, Compare and explain the 
difference between an evaluation of an artwork based on 
personal criteria and an evaluation of an artwork based on a set of 
established criteria. 

o 8th grade: 
§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr1.1.8, Document early stages of the 

creative process visually and/or verbally in traditional or new 
media. 

§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr2.1.8, Demonstrate willingness to 
experiment, innovate, and take risks to pursue ideas, forms, and 
meanings that emerge in the process of art-making or designing. 



§ Visual Arts/Responding: VA:Re9.1.8, Create a convincing and 
logical argument to support an evaluation of art. 

 
High School: 

• ART: 
o Proficient: 

§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr1.1.HSI, Use multiple approaches to 
begin creative endeavors. 

§ Visual Arts/Responding: VA:Re8.1.HSI, Interpret an artwork or 
collection of works, supported by relevant and sufficient evidence 
found in the work and its various contexts. 

§ Visual Arts/Presenting: VA:Pr.4.1.HSI, Analyze, select, 
and curate artifacts and/or artworks for presentation 
and preservation. 

§ Visual Arts/Responding: VA:Re9.1.HSI, Establish 
relevant criteria in order to evaluate a work of art or collection of 
works. 

o Accomplished: 
§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr1.2.HSII, Choose from a range 

of materials and methods of traditional and contemporary artistic 
practices to plan works of art and design.  

§ Visual Arts/Creating: VA:Cr2.1.HSII, Through experimentation, 
practice, and persistence, demonstrate acquisition of skills and 
knowledge in a chosen art form. 
 

SUPPLIES:  
• Computer and projector for presentation 
• Adobe Photoshop (or similar photo editing software) 
• Printed worksheets 
• Pencils and pens 
• Scissors 
• DSLR cameras 
• Studio lights (reflectors, flash head, light stands) 
• Flashes for cameras (if available. The flashes on the cameras can be used) 
• Reflectors or white poster board 
The below items are optional. If you don’t have the means to print the photographs, 
the images can be submitted digitally, and projected or pulled up on computer 
screens for the critique.  
• Printer that can print on photo paper 
• Photo paper 
• Mounting supplies to mount the printed images (matboard, poster board, etc.) 

 
PRINTABLES:  

• Photoshop Basics 
• Altered portrait project activity handout 



• Altered portrait project rubric 
• Critique sheet 
• Critique labels 
• Manual Mode cheat sheet handout 

 
BONUS 

• Altered Portraits presentation 
 

RESOURCES: 
• https://wesnamanphotography.com/ 
• https://www.pinterest.com/whitneywpanetta/look-wes-naman/ 
• https://www.techradar.com/how-to/photography-video-capture/cameras/studio-

lighting-4-seriously-simple-lighting-techniques-to-try-at-home-1320828 
 
VOCABULARY: 

• Elements of photography: Successful photos rely on order, and the main elements 
that bring and emphasize order in a photograph’s composition are: line, color, 
shape, contrast, emphasis, texture, and space.  
 

• Line: Used in photographs to move your eye around the image, lead your eye to 
the focal point, create texture, pattern, and emphasis. 

 
• Color: Used in photographs to create emphasis, variety, and interest. 

 
• Shape: Used in photographs to create pattern, repetition, unity, and variety. 

Distinguishing shapes are shapes that are isolated and as a result, emphasized. 
Overlapping shapes creates repetition and a sense of unity in the photograph.  
 

• Contrast: The arrangement of opposite elements (light vs. dark colors, rough vs. 
smooth textures, large vs. small shapes, etc.) in a piece so as to create visual 
interest, excitement and drama.  
 

• Emphasis: Used to help bring your eye to the focal point. Emphasis can be created 
through positioning, focus, depth of field, and framing the subject matter. 
 

• Texture: Used in photography to help different subjects stand out from each other, 
create unity and variety and add interest.  
 

• Space: Used in photography to create a sense of depth, frame the subject matter, 
and help define the focal point.  
 

• Elements of art: The building blocks of a work of art. The visual components of 
color, form, line, shape, space, texture, and value.  

 



• Principles of design: describe the ways that artists use the elements of art in a 
work of art. Includes: balance, emphasis, movement, proportion, repetition, 
pattern, rhythm, contrast, unity, and variety.  
 

• Composition: In the visual arts, composition is the placement or arrangement of 
visual elements in a work of art. The term composition means 'putting together' 
and can apply to any work of art, from music to writing to photography, that is 
arranged using conscious thought. 
 

• Rules of composition: Guiding principles to help create successful photographs. 
Includes the rule of thirds, balancing elements, leading lines, viewpoint, inclusion 
and exclusion. 
 

• Rules of thirds: Placing the focal point of the photograph in one of the third 
sections rather than directly in the center.   
 

• Aperture: A part of a lens that controls the amount of light that enters the camera 
and as a result, the depth of field. 
 

• F-stop/f-number: a camera setting corresponding to a particular f-number, which 
is determined by the ratio of focal length to the aperture diameter. The f-number 
represents the aperture setting.  
 

• Depth of field: the distance between the nearest and the furthest objects that give 
an image judged to be in focus in a camera. 
 

• Shutter speed: In photography, the length of time for which a shutter is open at a 
given setting. 
 

• ISO: Can change the lightness and darkness of a photograph while capturing it. 
Low ISO numbers mean the image will be darker and crisper, high ISO numbers 
mean the image will be bright but more grainy. 
 

• Manual mode: Full control over the digital camera settings. You are able to 
change the aperture, shutter speed, and ISO without the camera trying to interfere 
with the settings.  
 

• Portrait photography: a photograph of a person or group of people that captures 
the personality of the subject by using effective lighting, backdrops, and poses.”          
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Portrait_photography 
 

• Directional lighting: lighting from just one direction to create contrast and drama.  
 

• Ambient light: available light, before any other light sources are added, typically 
natural light.  
 



• Soft-light: In-direct lighting.  
 

• Key light: The main light in studio lighting.  
 

• Softbox: A light placed behind a white screen with black sides. As the light 
moves through the white screen it diffuses the light to a soft, even light, similar to 
light coming through a window.  
 

• Honeycomb grid: A light modifier that helps narrow the light into a tight beam. 
 

• Fill light: Used to fill in light. This light is equal to or slightly darker than the key 
light. It is meant to help fill in shadows, not remove them. 
 

• Hair light/Separation light/Kicker light: Used to illuminate the hair of the model. 
This is especially helpful when your model is on a dark background, it helps 
separate them from the background.  
 

• Background light: Used to illuminate the background behind the model. Several 
may be used and they should be equal or slightly darker than the key light.  
 

• Rembrandt lighting: A more dramatic lighting that illuminates a triangular portion 
of the face leaving a portion in shadow. Place the key light at a 45 degree angle at 
about 6 feet, placing it above the model. You can use a reflector on the opposite 
side of the model to help soften the light. 
 

• Clamshell lighting: Used to create even lighting on a model and capture more 
detail. Place softboxes on either side of your model. Equal distance from your 
model. For even more even lighting have your model hold a reflector under her 
face to bounce light back onto his/her face. Make sure this is out of the photo 
frame 
 

• Backlight: Light placed behind the model to illuminate the model for a dramatic 
look that creates more depth. Use a honeycomb grid behind the model, directed at 
the camera.  
 

• Rim style: Place two lights slightly behind the model, directed towards the 
camera. This will create greater definition in the model’s face.  

 
IMPLEMENTATION: For a 50 minute class, times may vary. 
DAY 1: Introduction 

• Start class by showing the altered portrait photography presentation.  
• Encourage students to participate in a class discussion as you go through the 

slides. Tell them they need to take notes. 
o Look at work by Wes Naman. 
o Go through images on Pinterest and get student reactions.  
o Watch the YouTube video of him talking about his work.  



o Explain their assignment and go through examples of different ways they 
can add a twist to a typical portrait.  

o Remind them of manual mode settings and how to check their f-stop and 
shutter speed numbers to record in their sketchbooks to remember their 
favorite settings.  

o Go through grade expectations their to do list and take any questions.  
• Pass out the Wes Naman research sheets and have them work on them for the rest 

of class.  
• Once they finish, have them turn them in for a participation grade.  
• They can start on listing and sketching out ideas for their altered portraits. 
• They can select who they want to photograph from class. You can partner them 

up or assign everyone a different person in class. Whether you assign who they 
photograph or allow them to pick their model may be on a class by class basis.  

• Photographs will be due at the end of the week, the end of class Friday will be 
reserved for a class critique. 

• Have them clean up the last few minutes of class 
 
DAY 2-4: Take and Edit Pictures 

• At the beginning of class pass out the Photoshop Basics worksheet. Do this step if 
you have not previously gone over Photoshop basics. Disregard if this was 
already covered.  

• If possible, screen cast your computer as you go through the worksheet and point 
out where tools are located and how to use them.  

o Warn students to not push their pictures too far. They should not look like 
they have filters applied to them. They should have a nice balance of 
color, contrast, highlights, and shadows.  

o Take questions as they come up.  
o Emphasize that they need to have good exposure in their portraits, this a 

part of their grade. They need to be careful not to accidentally overexpose 
their images while editing. 

o They can add alterations to their portraits in post production, but they still 
need to include some type of alteration before they capture their picture. 

• After the Photoshop tutorial, hand out supplies and let the students get started on 
their pictures.  

• Explain that they will have time in class today and the next three days to take 
pictures, upload, and edit them.  

• They need to allow enough time to upload the pictures they take today to their 
computers.  

• Pass out their assignment sheet, cameras, and other supplies and send them out to 
start photographing.  

• Remind them to behave themselves while they are outside of the classroom. 
Before this assignment contact your administrators for approval and notify the 
other faculty members that students will be working outside of the classroom. Ask 
them to report any misbehavior and deduct points from their grade if anything is 
reported.  

• Students have the remainder of class to take pictures.  



• Once they are finished taking their pictures they need to come back, upload their 
images, and start editing.  

• Float and help students one on one.  
• The last five minutes of class allow students to clean up.  

 
DAY 5: Finish Editing, Critique, and Submit  

• Have students wrap up editing and preparing their photographs for printing or 
digital submission.  

• Submission options will vary. Select the one that makes the most sense to your set 
up. For this assignment, ideally, have students print their final photograph and 
hang them up to critique. Or have students drop their completed folders into a 
shared drive on your school’s network. Or have students save them on a thumb 
drive to turn into you. Upload their pictures to your computer for grading, and 
return their thumb drive to use on the next assignment. Or have students upload 
their photographs to a website such as Flickr. They can create a private profile 
used only for this class, or you can create a class profile and grant all students 
access to it.  

• If using Google Classroom and Adobe Spark have students post their final 
photograph to their Spark page, write their reflection, and share their assignment 
to the Google Classroom Altered Portraits assignment. This is the most 
streamlined option. 

• In order to submit their photographs they need to pick their final picture and pick 
the following: 

o If printing: Have students print their final photograph on photo paper. 
Walk them through the process of selecting the correct printer, sizing their 
image to their photo paper, and printing. Once they are printed, they need 
to mount them on poster board for the critique and submission.  

o If digitally submitting: Rename the pictures with the topic and save all 
their pictures in a folder titled Your Name-Altered Portrait Project. For the 
critique, have the students pull their photographs up on the computer. 

• Halfway through class have students put up their photographs for a critique.  
• Pass out the critique worksheet, explain the process: 

o They will fill out a worksheet to help guide them through looking at the 
artwork. 

o They will label their favorite photograph in each group.  
o Once the students are finished, start a verbal critique. Discuss why they 

put certain labels on photographs. 
o Select the best examples of each topic to discuss. 

• At the end of the critique have the students turn in their critique sheets for a 
participation grade and their portrait  photographs for a project grade.  

• If having students complete notes and reflection in their sketchbooks, collect them 
for a participation grade. If having studio post to their Spark website, check the 
reflection there for a participation grade. 


