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{Topic of Contest} Photography Contest Judging Guidelines
We are looking for striking digital images highlighting {subject of photographs}. Images may show {possible subjects of photographs}. We are especially interested in images that showcase {subject}. 

The contest categories are:

· {Category 1- Description of Category 1, for example: Untrammeled - Wilderness is essentially unhindered and free from modern human control or manipulation. Images entered into this category should show the self-willed, wild nature of Wilderness.}

· {Category 2- Description of Category 2}

· {Category 3- Description of Category 3}

· {Category 4- Description of Category 4}

Entrants can submit up to three (3) entries each; but each entry can only be entered into one competition category. To ensure fair evaluation, we reserve the right to change the competition category for any entry. Each entry submitted by any person must be substantially different from any other entry submitted by that person. Each entry may not have won previous awards, may not have been previously published as part of a previous sponsored photo contest, must be the original work of the entrant, and the entrant must be the sole owner of the copyright of such entry. If submissions include people, the photographer is responsible for obtaining the necessary releases from the individuals depicted, and must be able to provide copies of those releases to {appropriate official} upon request. Entrants must not submit images that {specific subject matter that is considered unacceptable in relation to topic} or infringe on the rights of any other photographer or person.

All images were submitted digitally via e-mail. Photo titles and locations must accompany all submissions, as well as the name of the photographer. All entries must have a resolution of 6 million pixels or greater (6 megapixels), to be made available upon request. Images that do not meet this standard can still be judged, but may not be honored as a finalist in the competition (at the judges sole discretion) if the photographer is unable or unavailable to provide the proper resolution when asked.

Resolution can be calculated by multiplying the pixel width of the image with the pixel height. For example, a photograph taken with a 6-megapixel camera set for the highest resolution and best quality produces images approximately 2832 pixels by 2128 pixels, which are acceptable under the rules (2832 x 2128 = 6 million).

All photographs should accurately reflect the subject matter and the scene as it appeared. Photos that have been digitally altered beyond standard optimization (removal of dust, cropping, reasonable adjustments to exposure, color and contrast, etc.) will be disqualified. Multiple exposures that have been combined to produce a single "High Dynamic Range" image are acceptable. Images that do not meet these requirements may or may not be judged at the judging panel's sole discretion.

Photos will be eliminated from competition if they have date stamps or are of low technical quality (for example, have soft focus or show camera movement). 

Images will be judged on originality, technical excellence, composition, overall impact and artistic merit. The judges are from across the country and each have {appropriate to the topic of contest} affiliation. The panel of judges will determine winner eligibility in its sole and absolute discretion. All decisions made by the judges are final.

Awards in each category are determined based partly on absolute merit. Although a maximum of three awards can be given in each of the above {number of categories} categories,  if there is only one excellent photo in a category, then only one award should be given for that category.

A Guide to Evaluating Photographs

Anyone can decide whether a photograph is appealing, but skilled judging is about more than a personal reaction: it requires a good understanding of how photographs communicate. The following is a brief summary of considerations for evaluating image quality. It is not intended to be comprehensive and you are encouraged to use your own experience, skill, and knowledge as well as information from both online and other sources.

Basic Technique

Is focus appropriate for the subject? Is depth of field appropriate?

Is it exposed in a way that works for the image?

Special Techniques

Are special techniques like multiple exposures, sandwiching, panning, or cross processing used effectively?

If the image is digitally manipulated, has the manipulation altered composition or only technical issues (exposure, focus, etc), which could be also accomplished by conventional techniques? 

Composition

Is the composition skillful and dynamic?

Is the image balanced or unbalanced? Is the balance level appropriate? If there is a main center of interest, is it well placed in the frame?

Are there distracting elements in the picture that could be eliminated?

Are there too many unrelated elements? Too few elements?

Does the composition make effective use of leading lines?

Is depth used (or not used) to good advantage?

Does the composition make use of repeating forms?

Does the framing work? Mergers?

Lighting

Does it show off the subject well?

Is the contrast level appropriate?

Is there lighting that would work better for the subject?

If the lighting is controlled, is it well controlled?

Subject/Interest

Does the subject have interesting connotations or associations?

Are the colors and patterns effective?

Interesting textures?

Interesting juxtapositions?

Originality

Does the image show an original subject or an original approach to a standard subject? Is it anonymous, or does it show a visual signature or convey a personal vision?

Story/Mood

How well does the photograph capture or illustrate the {topic of contest}? Does the image effectively tell a story about {topic of contest} or convey a mood or value?

Judging 

1. Use the 7-point scoring system described below to evaluate each of the attributes above.  This is most effectively done using the grid contained in the judging form.
2. Be consistent: do not change your scoring in the middle of a session. This most often occurs when a judge notices that his or her scores are generally higher or generally lower than the scores of the other judges. If a judge changes scoring in the middle of a session, it will not be valid. You must be consistent throughout the entire judging session to ensure complete fairness of the competition.

3. Set aside your personal biases on subject and style. A judge has the simple but serious challenge of being as fair as possible to all photo entries regardless of personal biases or emotional response to a subject. It is important for a judge to analyze his or her reaction to an image, screen out any personal bias, and using consistent reasoning in evaluating the image. This is not easy, but is critical for fair judging.

4. Do not indiscriminately apply the "Rules of Composition." The "rules of composition" are one-size-fits-all guidelines that in many cases are completely inappropriate for a given image. Evaluate composition based on how it works in the image, not how it follows or fails to follow the rules.

5. Do not give a disproportionate number of high and low scores. For almost any collection of images, the majority of the images will fall in the middle of the group, fairly close in quality to the average for that particular group. Every judge's scores should reflect this.

Scoring Overview

Ideally, a judge should not know how another judge has scored an image before presenting his or her own score. Individual scoring sheets are provided for each judge that quantifies the point scale.

Most judges find it helpful to preview all the images in a competition before starting to score; previewing makes it easier to maintain scoring consistency throughout a session. If time allows, you may opt to preview them multiple times.

Scoring Guidelines

Judge the {name of contest} photo competition using the following 1-7 scale.

1. Significant technical defects or serious content problems exist. The image either has significant technical defects, serious shortcomings in image content, or some combination of these problems.

2. Minor technical defects or content not well handled. The image does not have significant technical defects or serious shortcomings in image content. However, it may have minor technical defects, and the content (composition, lighting, etc) is not well handled.

3. Acceptable but not interesting. The image is acceptable in most respects but does not create any significant interest.

4. Reasonably solid and interesting. Generally the average score. The image is reasonably solid, creating at least a little interest. Technical aspects and image content all competently handled.

5. Very strong. The image is very strong. Handling is a notch above competent, and the image rewards contemplation.

6. Exceptional. The image is exceptional: unique and worthy of special recognition. You should feel excited about the image.

7. A medal winner, among the best you have seen. Rarely awarded. The image is of the very highest quality, equal to the best you have seen.

Judging Procedure

We estimate that the judging procedure can be accomplished in three days, which includes a preliminary examination to narrow down the selections. During the preliminary examination images will be evaluated to determine if they meet basic requirements for resolution, size, limits of digital manipulation, clarity, date stamp, meeting a contest category, etc. Those not meeting the requirements are eliminated.

After the preliminary examination, judges will divide the remaining entries into each of the contest categories. Judges then select, score (using the judging form), and file their top choices by category in one online folder with subfolders by category to be viewed by all judges (overview round). The judges discuss the top choices in depth, and share their thoughts on why they made their selections. This process is estimated to take two days (scoring round). By the third day, the First, Second, and Third prize winners in each category are determined by final vote and general consensus, respectively (ranking round). These winners are moved into an online folder with subfolders.

Lastly, if applicable, is determination of the contest’s single grand prize winner. The judges discuss the first prize winners in each category in depth, and share their thoughts on why they chose the selections that they did. After discussion, the entry that displays exceptional skill and impact will be chosen as the grand prize winner by consensus.
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