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Teacher Guide 
Manzanar: The Wartime Photographs of Ansel Adams 

Grade 8–12 School Tour 
 

WELCOME 
 
We’re looking forward to welcoming you to the Skirball Cultural Center for this special school 
tour. Students will visit two exhibitions that document the injustice of Japanese American 
incarceration during World War II. The guided tour is designed to build students’ visual analysis 
and critical thinking skills. Through a variety of gallery-based and hands-on activities, students 
will: 

 Learn about artists who served as activists, harnessing their creativity to raise 
awareness about the Japanese American experience and effect social change. 

 Build empathy for those who were incarcerated. 

 Draw connections to instances of discrimination against minority groups today. 
 
Throughout the tour, we will discuss ideas about freedom and equal rights. We will also talk 
about issues of racism and injustice, using these questions as a guide: 

 How can learning about the past help us confront and overcome injustice today? 

 How can we continue to advocate for freedom and equal rights for all Americans? 
 
This Teacher Guide is designed to assist you in the classroom as you prepare students for 
their Museum visit. To learn more about the exhibitions, which are presented in partnership 
with the Japanese American National Museum, please visit: 
  
Manzanar: The Wartime Photographs of Ansel Adams 
skirball.org/exhibitions/manzanar-ansel-adams 
 
Citizen 13660: The Art of Mine Okubo 
skirball.org/exhibitions/citizen-13660 
 

JAPANESE AMERICAN INCARCERATION 
 
Here is a brief overview of the circumstances that led to the forced removal of 120,000 people 
during World War II. Source: nps.gov/museum/exhibits/manz/war_exclusion.html. To learn more 
about this period of American history, please visit the resources listed below (see pp. 3–4). 
 

 Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941, led the United States into World 
War II. It radically changed the lives of 120,000 men, women, and children of Japanese 
ancestry living in the United States. The attack intensified racial prejudices. It led to 
fear of potential sabotage and espionage by Japanese Americans among some in the 
government, military, news media, and the public. 
 

http://www.skirball.org/exhibitions/manzanar-ansel-adams
http://www.skirball.org/exhibitions/citizen-13660
http://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/manz/war_exclusion.html
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 In February 1942, President Franklin D. Roosevelt signed Executive Order 9066, 
authorizing the Secretary of War to establish Military Areas and to remove from those 
areas anyone who might be a threat to the war effort. Without due process, the 
government gave everyone of Japanese ancestry living on the West coast only days to 
decide what to do with their houses, farms, businesses, and other possessions. Most 
families sold their belongings at a significant loss. 
 

 Each family was assigned an identification number and loaded into cars, buses, trucks, 
and trains, taking only what they could carry. Japanese Americans were transported 
under military guard to seventeen temporary assembly centers located at racetracks, 
fairgrounds, and similar facilities in Washington, Oregon, California, and Arizona. 
Then they were moved to one of ten hastily built relocation centers. By November 
1942, the relocation was complete. 
 

 Manzanar, California, was one of the locations. 
 

 A number of artists documented life in the camps. Ansel Adams was a photographer 
known for his photographs of landscapes and for his environmental efforts. He was 
also an activist for human rights, and he photographed the Japanese American 
incarceration camp in Manzanar, California, during World War II. These photographs 
were the subject of Adams’s controversial book, Born Free and Equal, published in 
1944 while war was still being waged. The book protested the treatment of these 
American citizens and what Adams called their “enforced exodus.” This exhibition also 
includes work by other photographers and artists, including Dorothea Lange and Toyo 
Miyatake. Miyatake was incarcerated at Manzanar, so his images reflect his own 
personal experience of incarceration rather than that of an outsider.  
 

 Miné Okubo was an artist, activist, and American citizen who told the story of her 
incarceration through drawings. Her book, Citizen 13660, printed in 1946, was the first 
published illustrated memoir of the camp experience. In the preface to Citizen 13660, 
Okubo writes: In the camps, first at Tanforan and then at Topaz in Utah, I had the 
opportunity to study the human race from the cradle to the grave, and to see what 
happens to people when reduced to one status and one condition. Cameras and 
photographs were not permitted in the camp, so I recorded everything in sketches, 
drawings and paintings. Miné was an activist her entire life; she later helped establish 
the Center for Social Justice and Civil Liberties in California. 
 

PREPARING FOR THE TOUR 
 
Please share these guidelines with your students: 
 

 Participate! You’ll learn more by looking closely, reading the labels, and 
participating in large- and small-group discussion and activities. Listen to one 
another. Be respectiful of each other and the museum artworks and artifacts. 
Please raise your hand when you have a question. 

http://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/manz/glossary.html#identification
http://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/manz/glossary.html#assembly
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 We are going to a museum full of photos and objects that are over seventy 
years old. To help preserve these pieces of history, please do not touch the 
artwork or lean on the cases. 

 Text or call your friends AFTER the tour. During the tour, keep your phones on 
silent and in your backpacks, pockets, or purses. Better yet, leave them in a safe 
place on the bus! 

 

VOCABULARY 
 
Assembly center: A makeshift center providing temporary housing for about 120,000 people 
of Japanese ancestry uprooted under President Franklin D. Roosevelt’s Executive Order 9066. 
Those incarcerated in “assembly centers” spent an average of about three months there 
before being transferred to a permanent camp.  
 
Citizen: A native or naturalized member of a state or nation who owes allegiance to its 
government and is entitled to its protection. 
 
Internment/Incarceration camp: Although widely used to refer to the mass incarceration of 
Japanese Americans, the term “internment” technically refers to the legally permissible 
detention of enemy aliens belonging to a nation the United States was fighting during World 
War II. This does not take into account that two-thirds of the Japanese Americans incarcerated 
were U.S. citizens. The term “incarceration” more appropriately reflects the unconstitutional 
removal of Japanese Americans from their homes to the camps. 
 
Issei: First-generation Japanese-born immigrants who arrived just after the turn of the century 
and who established themselves as farmers, orchardists, and merchants. Labeled “enemy 
aliens,” they were not eligible for citizenship until 1952. 
 
Nisei: Second generation of Japanese in America, who were U.S. citizens by birthright. 
 
Resettlement: Term used by the U.S. government to refer to the release of the incarcerees and 
their transition and reintegration into postwar American life. 
 
Adapted from: “Words Can Lie or Clarify: Terminology of the World War II Incarceration of 
Japanese Americans” by Aiko Herzig-Yoshinaga; “Words Do Matter: A Note on Inappropriate 
Terminology and the Incarceration of the Japanese Americans” by Roger Daniels; and 
“Terminology,” assembled by Densho: The Japanese American Legacy Project, densho.org. 
 

PRE- AND POST-VISIT RESOURCES 
 

 Japanese American National Museum 
janm.org/education/resources/ 
The Japanese American National Museum is dedicated to sharing the experience of 
Americans of Japanese ancestry. The site includes a number of great resources, 
including an excellent educator guide, entitled Fighting for Democracy. 

 

http://encyclopedia.densho.org/Executive_Order_9066
http://www.janm.org/education/resources/
http://www.ncdemocracy.org/ffdonline/start.html
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 Manzanar National Historic Site 
nps.gov/museum/exhibits/manz/index.html 
Multimedia features include a virtual tour of the site today, slide shows exploring the 
daily lives of those incarcerated at Manzanar, and oral history selections from people 
with personal connections to Manzanar and its stories. 

  

 Densho: The Japanese American Legacy Project 
densho.org 
Densho’s urgent mission is to preserve the personal testimonies of Japanese 
Americans who were unjustly incarcerated during World War II. View photo essays and 
video. 

 

 Library of Congress, Teacher Guide 
loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/connections/manzanar/file.html 
This in-depth guide to Ansel Adams’s photographs of Japanese American incarceration 
at Manzanar includes images, historical information, and discussion questions for the 
classroom.  

 

 Japanese American Relocation Archive 
calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/jarda/index.html 
Primary sources, background information, timeline, and lesson plans for Grades 4–12. 

http://www.nps.gov/museum/exhibits/manz/index.html
http://www.densho.org/
http://www.loc.gov/teachers/classroommaterials/connections/manzanar/file.html
http://www.calisphere.universityofcalifornia.edu/jarda/index.html

