
LEARNING OBJECTIVES

Students will...
• Understand how photo manipulation can change our perceptions, and even alter history. 
• Learn that photo manipulation was in practice even before online tools made it easier and more              

commonplace.
• Start to recognize photo manipulations in modern media. 

INTRODUCING THE LESSON

Ask students if they have ever altered or enhanced a photo 
they have taken and posted. Then ask them how they        
manipulated these photos. Ask: Did you use Photoshop? 
Did you use the photo-enhancing tools available within a       
social media site? If so, which ones?” After students have 
shared their examples, point out that most people today 
have probably use photo-manipulation tools at one time or 
another. 

THE LESSON

1. Tell students that while it is tempting to think of photo              
manipulation as a modern-day phenomenon, actually it 
is as old as photography itself. For example, project 
this famous image of Abraham Lincoln (also included in 
the following pages) and ask students if they think it 
has been altered, and if so, how?
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L E V E L  3  —  U N I T  5  —  V I S U A L  L I T E R A C Y

Lesson 2: Before There Was Photoshop

It’s tempting to think that photo manipulation was born with the invention of Adobe Photoshop. 
While it is indeed true that image editing software and technology have made it faster and easier 
than ever to “doctor” photos, photo manipulation dates back as far as the invention of the camera. 
In this lesson students take a look at some famous photo manipulations used to alter perception 
and shape history. They will also consider how new technologies have made this practice even 
more commonplace.
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UNIT 5: VISUAL LITERACY
Lesson 2

THE LESSON, continued...

2. Tell students that the previous photo is actually a composite of             
Lincoln’s head and Southern politician John Calhoun’s body (seen 
right). 

3. Another famous historical manipulation is that of General Ulysses S. 
Grant on a horse in front of troops, circa 1864 (also on the following 
pages). Explain to students that often these manipulations were done 
to tell a different story, or to enhance the appeal or stature (in the           
Lincoln example) of the subject.

4. Show: Go through each of the images that follow with your students 
(from TIME Magazine’s Top 10 Digital Doctored Photos), projecting 
them one at a time to show the “before” photo, reading the description, 
and discussing it before moving on to the “after” picture and its               
explanation. Ask your students:

• Does the photo manipulation change the meaning of the photo for you?
• How does its meaning change?
• Does the change include bias (prejudice in favor of or against something), if so what is it?
• Is the change significant? Explain.

HOMEWORK

Ask students to keep an eye out for photo manipulations they see and to either screen shot and email them to 
you (easiest), print them out (or cut them out if they are in print) and bring them to your next class meeting.

GOAL

To help students recognize and detect photo manipulations and to consider whether the manipulation may have 
altered the “story” of the photo.

Reference:

TIME Magazine’s Top 10 Digitally Doctored Photos

© CyberCivics™ 2017. Unauthorized use and/or duplication of this material without express 
and written permission from the author and/or owner is strictly prohibited.

Visit:
Cyber Civics Website

http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1924226_1949526,00.html
http://content.time.com/time/photogallery/0,29307,1924226_1949526,00.html
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