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Japanese Americans at the Gila River Internment Camp  

Lesson Plan 
 

Grade Level: 8th Grade, 11th Grade     Lesson Length: 2-3 class periods 

 

Learning Objectives 

 Students will learn about the background of U.S. involvement in World War II. 

 Students will learn about the conditions at internment camps. 

 Students will understand the prejudices faced by Japanese Americans during World War II and will be able 

to contextualize the perseverance of Japanese communities through the formation of camp social activities 

and events at the Gila River Internment Camp in Arizona 

 

Questions to Consider 

 What were some of the challenges that Japanese Americans had to overcome during World War II? 

 How do tragedies influence public perception, and what are some examples of other tragedies? 

 How does memory affect the account of an event told years after the event?  

 Was the president’s issue of Executive Order 9066 warranted in time of war, or was it a clear violation of 

civil rights? 

 Who was Kenichi Zenimura, and what was his role in improving the conditions at the Gila River camp? 

 

Background 

On December 7, 1941, Pearl Harbor was attacked by the Japanese, catapulting the United States into 

World War II. For fear of possible acts of espionage and sabotage, President Franklin D. Roosevelt issued Executive 

Order 9066, which led to the exclusion of over 110,000 Japanese Americans from their homes on the west coast of 

the United States. With limited time to secure or sell their possessions, these Japanese Americans were assigned to 

one of ten internment camps located in various isolated parts of the country. Over 13,000 were sent to the Gila River 

Camp, located just south of Chandler, AZ. 

  Internees arrived at the camp throughout the summer of 1942 with only what they could carry. Hot 

temperatures, harsh living arrangements, separation from hometown friends, and limited freedom made for a difficult 

transition to camp life. Slowly, campers began to form a sense of community and identity through the formation of 

social events, schools, and a well-known baseball program led by semipro manager Kenichi Zenimura. Together, 

these activities helped the interned Japanese Americans make the best of their bad situation and foster a feeling of 

community and perseverance. 

 

Materials 

 Japanese Internment Camp Note Taker (optional) (Student Materials) 

 U.S. Map of Japanese Internment Camps 

 Create a Primary Source Document Assignment Directions (Student Materials) 

 CD Players or Computers for oral history audio files, if desired 

 Headphones, if using audio files (students should bring their own, for sanitary reasons) 
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 Primary Source Materials 

o Station 1: High Schools 

 Yosh Nakamura Oral History Transcript/Audio File (Densho ID: denshovh-nyosh_2-01-

0009)*** 

 Newspaper Clip 9/12/1942  

 Schoolchildren Seesawing Photograph 10/25/1943  

o Station 2: School Dances/Social Events 

 Nancy Shimatsu Oral History Transcript/Audio File (Densho ID: denshovh-snancy-01-

0022)*** 

 Harvest Festival Dance Photograph 11/26/1942  

 Christmas Play Newspaper Clip 12/9/1944  

o Station 3: Eleanor Roosevelt visit 

 Kenge Kobayashi Oral History Transcript/Audio File (Densho ID: denshovh-kkenge-01-

0006)*** 

 Eleanor Roosevelt Visit Newspaper Clip 4/27/1943  

 Eleanor Roosevelt Visit Photograph 4/23/1943  

o Station 4: Sports 

 Hy Shishino Oral History Transcript/Audio File (Densho ID: denshovh-shy-01-0015)** 

 George Hiromoto Diary Entry 1/8-9/1944  

 Zenimura Field Blueprint  

o Station 5: Camp Conditions 

 Kazumi Yoneyama Oral History Transcript/Audio File (Densho ID: denshovh-ykazumi-01-

0010)*** 

 Extreme Weather Newspaper Clip 8/7/1943  

 Cow Farmer Photograph  

o Station 6: Facilities 

 Yoshimi Matsuura Oral History Transcript/Audio File (Densho ID: denshovh-myoshimi-01-

0017)*** 

 Aerial View Photograph 11/27/1942  

 Hospital Newspaper Clip 9/30/1943  

 

*** To access the oral history videos on the web, go to http://archive.denso.org. Sign in with the guest account. On 

the left hand column, click Search. Type the corresponding Densho ID in the search bar to pull up the proper 

segment. Transcripts of oral history selections are all attached. 

 

A Note on the Sources 

Densho: The Japanese American Legacy Project is a nonprofit organization that formed in 1996 with the 

goal of documenting oral histories with Japanese Americans who were placed in internment camps during World War 

II.  Transcripts of the oral histories are included in the Primary Sources or students can access the audio files online.  

Other sources in this lesson include photographs and newspaper clips.  Each primary source lists a citation.  

 

 

 

http://archive.denso.org/
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 Vocabulary Words

 Internment 

 Executive Order 

 Block  

 Pearl Harbor 

 Prejudice 

 Civil Rights 

 War Relocation 

Authority  

 Oral History 

 Issei 

 Nisei 

 Barrack 

 

Activity 

1. Day 1: Before activity, the students should have already been introduced to any early World War II content 

appropriate for the class. 

2. Ask students if they are familiar with Japanese internment camps, including the two that were located in 

Arizona (Gila River and Poston). Locate the two in Arizona on a map. Notice the proximity of the Gila River 

camp to Chandler. Inform students they will be studying this camp in particular. 

3. Introduce the topic of American involvement in World War II and Japanese internment camps to the 

students. Have students fill out the Note Taker Guide, if desired. Once the instruction is complete, review 

primary source analysis skills and introduce the students to the types of primary sources they will be 

analyzing next class: photographs, maps, diary entries, newspapers, and oral histories. 

4. Day 2: Organize the desks into six stations of five or six desks, depending upon the size of the class. Each 

station will consist of a collection of primary sources related to a specific facet of the camp. Students will use 

the space provided in the Note Taker Guide to take notes about their observations of the primary source 

documents. Stations will be divided into the following categories: high school, school dances/social events, 

Eleanor Roosevelt’s visit, sports, camp conditions, and facilities. 

5. Students will spend a maximum of ten minutes at each station, depending on the length of the class period, 

and take their own notes on each topic. Students should visit each station by the end of the class period. 

6. Day 3: Distribute the assignment prompts to the students. They should spend the class period creating their 

own primary source document about any of the topics they researched at the station as if they were 

internees themselves. The students should include information how that particular camp attribute/event 

affects their perspective or living situation at the camp. Possible assignments could include writing a diary 

entry, newspaper article, comic strip, political cartoon, oral history, song lyrics, or any other primary source-

type of medium with teacher approval. 

 

Assignment Directions: Pretend you are a camper at Gila River. Create your own primary source 

document to reflect on your feelings and experiences there. You can describe your relocation away from 

home, political events and viewpoints of the time, camp conditions, social events/activities, etc.  

 

Use the sources that you analyzed yesterday to help support your topic ideas. Examples of primary source 

documents that you can create are writing a diary entry, newspaper article, comic strip, political cartoon, 

interview, song lyrics, conducting an oral history with a partner, or any other primary source with teacher 

approval. 
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Additional Resources 

 Densho: The Japanese American Legacy Project: http://www.densho.org 

 Smithsonian’s History Explorer: http://historyexplorer.si.edu 

 Kenichi Zenimura, Japanese American Baseball Pioneer by Bill Staples, Jr. 

 “Wase Time”: A Teen’s Memoir of Gila River Internment Camp by Kenneth Tashiro 

 Only What We Could Carry: The Japanese American Internment Experience ed. by Lawson Fusao Inada 

 Citizen 13660 by Miné Okubo 

 Farewell to Manzanar by Jeanne Wakatsuki Houston and James D. Houston 

 Impounded: Dorothea Lange and the Censored Images of Japanese American Internment by Linda Gordon 

Lesson Extensions 

 Use the challenges faced by Japanese-Americans as a foundation to compare to other civil rights issues in 

American history. How were these different challenges met?  What was similar/different about these 

movements? 
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Standards  

Arizona State Social Studies: American History High School Standards 

Strand 1 Concept 1 PO 1 
 

Interpret historical data displayed in maps, graphs, tables, charts, and geologic time scales.  

Strand 1 Concept 1 PO 4 Construct graphs, tables, timelines, charts, and narratives to interpret historical data. 

Strand 1 Concept 1 PO 5 Evaluate primary and secondary sources for:  
a. authors’ main points  
b. purpose and perspective  
c. facts vs. opinions  
d. different points of view on the same historical event (e.g., Geography Concept 6 – 
geographical perspective can be different from economic perspective)  
e. credibility and validity  

Strand 1 Concept 8 PO 2 Describe the impact of American involvement in World War II:  
d. Japanese, German, and Italian internments and POW camps  
f. turning points such as Pearl Harbor, D-Day, Hiroshima/Nagasaki  

 

 

Common Core 11th/12th Grade Social Studies Standards 

11-12.RH.1 Cite specific textual evidence to support analysis of primary and secondary sources, 
connecting insights gained from specific details to an understanding of the text as a whole. 

11-12.RH.2 Determine the central ideas or information of a primary or secondary source; provide an 
accurate summary that makes clear the relationships among the key details and ideas. 

11-12.RH.6 Evaluate authors’ differing points of view on the same historical event or issue by assessing the 
authors’ claims, reasoning, and evidence. 

11-12.RH.7 Integrate and evaluate multiple sources of information presented in diverse formats and media 
(e.g., visually, quantitatively, as well as in words) in order to address a question or solve a 
problem. 

11-12.RH.9 Integrate information from diverse sources, both primary and secondary, into a coherent 
understanding of an idea or event, noting discrepancies among sources. 

11-12.W.3 Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events using effective technique, 
well-chosen details, and well-structured event sequences. 
a. Engage and orient the reader by setting out a problem, situation, or observation and its 
significance, establishing one or multiple point(s) of view, and introducing a narrator and/or 
characters; create a smooth progression of experiences or events. 
b. Use narrative techniques, such as dialogue, pacing, description, reflection, and multiple plot 
lines, to develop experiences, events, and/or characters. 
d. Use precise words and phrases, telling details, and sensory language to convey a vivid 
picture of the experiences, events, setting, and/or characters. 
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Assignment Rubric 

 
0 points 2 points 4 points 6 points 

Students do not 

demonstrate and 

understanding of 

the material. 

Students 

demonstrate 

minimal 

understanding of 

the material with 

clear and blatant 

holes in their grasp 

of main ideas 

Students 

demonstrate an 

understanding of 

the material but do 

not grasp some of 

the main ideas. 

Students 

demonstrate a 

mastery 

understanding of 

the material as 

evidenced in their 

writing. 

Students do not 

attempt to be 

creative. 

Students do not 

put much effort 

into creativity of 

their project. 

Students model 

their project after a 

source they 

analyzed in class, 

but with their own 

spin. 

Students utilize 

creativity and 

originality in their 

project. 

Project does not 

make sense to 

readers 

Students have 

frequent grammar 

mistakes 

Students have 

minimal grammar 

mistakes 

Students use 

flawless grammar 

in their project 

Student projects 

are not accurate 

and do not follow 

historical facts (ex: 

making false 

claims) 

Students base 

some of their 

project based on 

ideas learned in 

class but are 

inaccurate in many 

facets 

Students base 

most of their 

project off of ideas 

learned in class 

but are inaccurate 

in some facets 

Students use 

ideas about events 

they learned from 

class in their 

project 

Students do not 

relate their project 

to the context of 

Arizona history 

It is not clear 

whether students 

related their 

project to the 

context of Arizona 

history 

Students seem to 

relate their project 

to the context of 

Arizona history but 

the connection is 

not explicit 

Students relate 

their project to the 

context of Arizona 

history in addition 

to US history 

 

Total: _____/30 points 

 

 


