Aperture Settings
[To be read and used in conjunction with your camera manual]

The aperture mechanism on a camera is found inside the lens and consists of a set of circular, overlapping blades which form a hole in the centre.  As the hole (aperture) gets larger, it lets through more light onto the camera’s sensor.  The aperture mechanism therefore performs the same function as the Iris in the human eye.  
The aperture settings are expressed as a series of graduated “f” numbers (or factorial or focal ratio or f-stop) [eg, f2.8, f4, f5.6, f8, f11, f16, f22].  Not all lenses will necessarily have this full range of “f”-stops.  The most important thing to know about aperture settings is that:  the larger the “f” number, the smaller the aperture and vice versa.
The principal effect that a large aperture setting (small “f” no.) will have on your image is to reduce the depth of focus or depth of field from foreground to background.  Conversely, setting a small aperture (large f no.) will bring more features of your image into focus from foreground to background (akin to squinting your eyes to see something more clearly).
Thus, if you have a distracting background or if you want nearer images of people or other foreground objects to stand out more clearly from their background, using a large aperture setting will throw the background out of focus and thereby make the main subject(s) more prominent.

“A” or “AV” (Canon) settings on the Mode wheel (usually located on top of the camera) represent “Aperture Priority”.  Aperture Priority enables you to set and control the depth of focus that you want to achieve, while the camera will automatically focus and select the appropriate shutter speed and ISO settings to expose the image for that aperture.
Some “point and shoot” cameras do not have Aperture Priority settings as described above but have a series of “scene” modes.  Instead, try using Macro or Portrait mode for a shorter depth of focus and Landscape mode for a longer depth of focus.
Exercises on “A” or “AV” Setting **:
1.
Focus on a group of flowers, say, select the smallest f no. available and take a couple of shots.  Repeat the exercise, using exactly the same distance composition but select a medium f no, (perhaps f8 or f11 and take a further couple of shots.  Finally, repeat the exercise a third time but this time select the largest f no. available.  Compare the three sets of results.

2.
Find a townscape or landscape and repeat the exercises in (1) above.  For a distant shot, try getting down low to get as much of the very near foreground in as possible and compare the depth of field of the three sets of shots.



 *  In optics, the f-number of an optical system is the ratio of the lens's focal length to the diameter of the aperture opening. 
**  Use a tripod if you have one but it is not essential.
