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B A C K 

T O 

S C H O O L

Leading workshops, taking classes and speaking at conferences has become a 
significant income stream for established professional photographers. 

Moreover, the internet expands teaching opportunities, with some 
photographers selling online courses, video tutorials, or annual subscriptions to 

a series of learning materials. Take a glimpse into the classrooms—both real 
and virtual—of three pros who have dipped into the world of education.
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KIM WESTERSKOV IS a man who likes to talk, 
which makes the 68-year-old nature photog-
rapher an ideal teacher. Westerskov has an 
international reputation for his work, including 
five first prizes in the Oscars of nature photog-
raphy, the BBC Wildlife Photographer of the 
Year awards. But he’s also built a local business 
as a teacher, nurturing his photography com-
munity through workshops held in a renovated 
house next door to his own. 

“I get the impression that many professional 
photographers are doing it now,” he says. “The 
world has changed, and as their income dries 
up, it’s: ‘What can I do to replace it?’”

Always nervous about having all his eggs in 
one basket, Westerskov wrote children’s books 
and reported for magazines as well as sold 
images. But stock photography made up 70 per 
cent of his income, and when it mostly disap-
peared, he thought: ‘This isn’t good’.

He started running weekend workshops 
through government-subsidised adult education 
schemes, but in 2010, the National government 

‘Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.’ It’s a nasty, persis-
tent little idiom in the creative industry, unfairly maligning those 
who choose to share their skills with others. And it seems even 
more ridiculous when you look at the calibre of photographers  
who have begun to teach workshops, inspiring others to share 
their passion. 

Teaching not only builds and strengthens a photographer’s 
brand, but it’s a way to smooth out income peaks and troughs, 
replacing money lost when previously strong revenue streams 
suddenly plummet. 

Pro Photographer talked to three accomplished professional 
photographers about their choice to teach, its benefits and strug-
gles, and how much they’re making.  

Kim Westerskov with young photographer  
Edin Whitehead, who attended the Great 
Photography Weekend workshop that 
Westerskov runs—making the most of 
landscapes around his Bay of Plenty home.
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cut the funding. So he began his own with fellow 
Tauranga photographer and old surf buddy Bob 
Tulloch. Westerskov shot nature and Tulloch 
shot people, weddings, and portraits, so their 
combined skills worked well. He branched out 
on his own about five years ago. 

Westerskov offers students what he calls 
“the softer stuff”: composition, vision, connec-
tion with the subject, and seeing photos where 
other photographers don’t. He offers a diverse 
range of tuition: one-on-one mentoring, one-off 
workshops, and year-long courses. 

Most of his students are amateur hobby pho-
tographers, but he also teaches professionals. 
Most live within driving distance of Tauranga.

“It’s very rewarding for me, seeing them 
develop,” he says. “Some are already good, others 
show glimmerings of interest and ability and 
get better and better.”

His workshops make up about a quarter of 
his income. “It’s not huge for the amount of 
effort I put in, but without it I’d be struggling,” 
he says. 

At the beginning, he couldn’t articulate his 
work methods, and had to figure out how to 
describe them. “Standing up in front of work-
shops saying ‘I make it up as I go along’ isn’t 
useful to most people.

“I’m learning new stuff faster than I ever 
was—and I have to, so I can teach it.”

He also hosts a regular free photos and coffee 
evening. His workshops are family affairs; wife 

Vivienne makes the nibbles. “It’s not a club. 
Clubs don’t work well for everyone. Quite a few 
people who come have escaped clubs,” he says. 
No-one’s photos are negatively dissected at 
those coffee evenings—if you want hard advice, 
he offers a paid photo evaluation service. “But 
I would feel bad if every time I connected with 
a photographer I was after money.”

Westerskov will keep teaching for as long as 

he can—another 15 or 20 years, he estimates, as 
his more dangerous and challenging nature 
photography work takes a back seat. He enjoys 
the community he’s created and the friends he’s 
made. “I’m just trying to make everyone feel as 
comfortable as possible, and inspired.”

 kimwesterskov.com 

“I’M LEARNING NEW 
STUFF FASTER THAN I 
EVER WAS—AND I HAVE 
TO, SO I CAN TEACH IT.”

An orange roughy peers out of a tar-coated net in one of 
Westerskov’s most successful wildlife images—published in 
New Zealand Geographic, displayed in a Norwegian museum 

and featured in a Greenpeace International campaign 
against bottom trawling. Westerskov’s workshops also 
include an indoor component, below, where he teaches 

attendees how to use Photoshop and Lightroom in his home 
studio. On the Great Photography Weekend, below left, Edin 

Whitehead and her father Tony compare captures.
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AWARD-WINNING WEST AUSTRALIAN land-
scape photographer Christian Fletcher recalls 
an email he received from a fan in 2002, asking 
if he’d ever hold workshops. Fletcher told him 
no—he hated public speaking and avoided it 
whenever he could. Once, the local Chamber 
of Commerce visited his gallery, and he was so 
nervous he got his wife to talk on behalf of the 
business. 

“People were looking at me going: ‘Why isn’t 
he talking?’ and I felt like such an idiot. I thought: 
‘I have to get over this’.” 

He advertised a workshop, attracting eight 
people, and told himself he could probably 
manage that. He prepared his notes, downed 
most of a bottle of wine, and got through it. At 
the next workshop, he only needed half a bottle 
of wine. At the next, just a glass.  

“Eventually I was comfortable talking about 
my work and didn’t need to get drunk to do it,” 
he says. “The groups got bigger and I started to 
enjoy it, and realised I could entertain a crowd.”

Now he holds a series of online and in-per-
son tutorials and workshops. His latest offering 
is AU $99 for an annual subscription, including 
video classes, ebooks and at least 12 new tuto-
rials a year. He also takes photographers of all 
levels to places like Cambodia, Namibia, Iceland, 
and Antarctica.

“I’ve got people from pros right through to 
the little granny from New Zealand that came 
to Iceland with me,” he says. “When we go away 
on workshops and trips, people have a really 
good time. I never hold back—I make sure they 
get as much info as I can give them. I work hard 
to make sure that they’re happy. They’re all 
friends now, these people, and it gets harder to 
charge them money.”

He’s had people return time and again. “It 
got to a point where I told one lady not to come 
back because I couldn’t teach her any more. But 
for her, as a middle-aged woman, she was con-
cerned about security going on her own, maybe 
falling over and getting hurt. [With us] she would 
be out with our group, getting all the photos 
she wanted at the right time, all safe and organ-
ised, and she could just come along and have a 
good time.”

“EVENTUALLY I WAS 
COMFORTABLE TALKING 

ABOUT MY WORK AND DIDN’T 
NEED TO GET DRUNK TO DO IT. 

THE GROUPS GOT BIGGER 
AND I STARTED TO ENJOY IT, 

AND REALISED I COULD 
ENTERTAIN A CROWD.”

After a successful career shooting portraits, weddings and 
advertising, Christian Fletcher now focuses on landscapes. 
Two of his primary areas of interest are aerial shots, and 
altered landscapes where the touch of the human race can 
clearly be seen.
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Fletcher also makes some passive income 
through selling his landscape images printed 
on cashmere scarves, acrylic blocks, linen cushion 
covers, coasters, DVDs, and journals, alongside 
books and prints, still the biggest sellers. Kimonos 
and candles will come soon. The merchandise 
helps replace lost income from disappearing 
revenue, such as stock photography, which used 
to provide a good chunk of his turnover—but 
no longer. 

However, the workshops and tutorials are 
still a sideline business; he estimates the income 
to be about 20 to 30 per cent of his total, and 
he’s happy with that. 

“I could make it more, but I don’t have time,” 
he says. “If you teach too much I think you lose 
a bit of your creativity because you are basically 
showing everyone what you do without doing 
it yourself. [You] don’t break any new ground 
and come up with anything new yourself. I try 
to keep current and try to keep working on 
myself and my own images.”

 christianfletcher.com.au 

BEFORE HE STARTED teaching, Petr Hlavacek 
would get enquiries from people asking for his 
help. After a while, he thought: ‘Okay, I should 
probably start charging for this.’

Competition is fierce out there, he says, and 
he’s seen revenue lines get weaker or fade away 
entirely. He developed his workshops when the 
recession hit, which destroyed the tourism market 
for posters, as well as things like image licens-
ing—though he says the marketing side is begin-
ning to pick up again as businesses realise anew 
that they need high-quality images to stand out. 
In the meantime, workshops help fill a gap. 

Hlavacek, who grew up in Czechoslovakia, 
is a self-taught photographer and has been 
shooting since he was 18. Fifteen years ago, he 
and his partner Kristina arrived in New Zealand, 
and Hlavacek worked as a photographer for a 
glacial guiding company. In 2006 they set up a 
professional photography business just around 
the corner from Franz Josef Glacier on the 
remote West Coast. About five years ago, they 
started looking at running photography tours 
and workshops. 

As well as maintaining a bricks-and-mortar 
gallery in Whataroa, which also supports his 

teaching with the sale of fine-art landscape 
prints, his company NZ Icescapes has four 
kinds of tours and workshops, though many 
of his clients ask for custom-made itineraries. 
The teaching makes up about 25 per cent of 
his income, which he’s happy with—any more 
would take away from his own work. 

He goes out in the field with his clients and 
teaches them not only how to capture that initial 
magic, but also how to process it. In the eve-
nings or on rainy days, he and his clients pull 
out their laptops and he talks them through the 
finer points of Photoshop and Lightroom to get 

“ALL COME FOR THE TRIP OF 
THEIR LIFETIME. SOME ARE 
PURELY COMING TO ENJOY NEW 
ZEALAND AND BEING GUIDED, 
LEARNING NOT ONLY ABOUT 
PHOTOGRAPHY BUT ALSO NEW 
ZEALAND NATURAL HERITAGE.” 

Hokitika Gorge offers plenty of teaching opportunities, says 
Petr Hlavacek, allowing his students to practise 

photographing reflections, rock formations and native 
forest. The colour of the water changes depending on the 
rainfall in the mountains and the level of cloud cover, from 

deep blue through to turquoise or shades of grey. 
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the best out of their images. His clients can print 
their images at his gallery, going home with 
something they’re entirely happy with. 

“We combine it all together so we are not just 
blindly going through the landscape and purely 
focusing on a technical process of photography—
I want people to understand what they photo-
graph because I think if you don’t understand 
your subject, you never get a good picture.”

His big-ticket item is a 15-day premier trip, 
an all-inclusive excursion through the South 
Island’s glacier country, including a helicopter 
to an alpine hut and an overnight stay in Milford 
Sound—a luxurious backcountry experience 
for those that can afford the $12,000 price tag. 

In contrast to Westerskov, all of Hlavacek’s 
clients are from overseas—in five years, he has 
not had a single Kiwi. Many are from the United 
States and are advanced hobby photographers, 
some of them travelling through and selling 
photographs through art fairs—“making some 
pocket money and doing it for the joy”, as 
Hlavacek puts it.

“It’s a very American thing; I think 

[learning] is in their blood, 
in their DNA,” he says. “The 
Kiwi nature is more DIY: ‘I 
don’t need anybody to tell 
me how to do stuff, I can do 
it myself’. Whereas Amer-
icans like to be guided.

“All come for the trip of 
their lifetime; they’re often 
quite well travelled people 
attending workshops all over the world. Some 
are purely coming to enjoy New Zealand and 
being guided, learning not only about photog-
raphy but also New Zealand natural heritage. 

“I can’t say fully enough how I love New 
Zealand, so it gives me super pleasure when I 
can share that New Zealand with people who 
are interested in it,” he says. “If I also enable 
them to capture something memorable photo-
graphically, that makes my day. That’s why we 
do it.” 

 nzicescapes.com 

Freelance photographer and 
former Pro Photographer editor 
Lottie Hedley has attended 
three top American 
workshops—The Eddie Adams 
Workshop, The Maine Media 
Workshops, and Review Santa 
Fe. All offer opportunities for 
working professionals to upskill. 

Hedley says the experiences 
were sometimes exhausting, 
but all left her thrilled by 
possibilities. 

“I think getting feedback is 
such a critical part of being a 
photographer, especially when 
you work so much in isolation,” 
she says. “I notice being back in 
New Zealand it’s a lot more 
isolated here working as a 
freelancer—you have to work 
really hard to find the people 
who will be your supporters and 
give you feedback on your work. 
But going to a workshop, they 
are so skilled at giving you real 
critical feedback and helping 
you figure out what your 
direction might be, as well as 
who might be good for you to 
meet.

“They push you so much. 
During the Maine workshop you 
feel like you’re failing so badly, 
but you realise at the end it’s 
not about what you did or made 
during them; it’s about what 
you learned and the people you 
met, and you go away feeling 
like you gained such a wealth of 
knowledge and inspiration.

“That kind of push is really 
important, upskilling and 
reconnecting with people who 
are there to have an amazing 
photo experience. It becomes 
your job and passion.

“You’re living [photography], 
talking it, going to lectures at 
night-time and devouring it. 
You’re all talking about your 
common passion for photog-
raphy. It’s summer camp for 
adults.

“The support that came out 
of the workshop and the 
contacts I still have from that 
are incredibly invaluable even 
though I don’t work in New 
York.”

W o r k s h o p s  
f o r  p r o s

Students pause on a rural 
road near Cape Foulwind to 
capture the rain falling on the 
Paparoa Range. Hlavacek 
offers four pre-organised 
itineraries around the South 
Island, but often tweaks them 
to suit individual clients. A 
tour that passes through six 
national parks is particularly 
popular. 
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