
 

Helen Keller – Choosing Challenge  
 
Helen Adams Keller was born on June 27, 1880, in Tuscumbia, Alabama.  She was an American 
author, political activist, and lecturer. She was the first deafblind person to earn a Bachelor of 
Arts degree. The story of how Keller's teacher, Anne Sullivan, broke through the isolation 
imposed by a near complete lack of language, allowing the girl to blossom as she learned to 
communicate, has become widely known through the dramatic depictions of the play and 
film The Miracle Worker.  
 
Beginnings 
 
Helen Keller was born with the ability to see and hear. At 19 months old, she contracted an 
illness described by doctors as "an acute congestion of the stomach and the brain", which might 
have been scarlet fever or meningitis. The illness left her both deaf and blind. At that time, she 
was able to communicate somewhat with Martha Washington, the six-year-old daughter of the 
family cook, who understood her signs; by the age of seven, Keller had more than 60 home 
signs to communicate with her family. 
 
In 1886, Keller's mother, inspired by an account in Charles Dickens' American Notes of the 
successful education of another deaf and blind woman, Laura Bridgman, dispatched young 
Helen, accompanied by her father, to seek out physician J. Julian Chisolm, an eye, ear, nose, and 
throat specialist in Baltimore, for advice. Chisholm referred the Kellers to Alexander Graham 
Bell, who was working with deaf children at the time. Bell advised them to contact the Perkins 
Institute for the Blind, the school where Bridgman had been educated, which was then located 
in South Boston. Michael Anagnos, the school's director, asked 20-year-old former 
student Anne Sullivan, herself visually impaired, to become Keller's instructor. It was the 
beginning of a 49-year-long relationship during which Sullivan evolved into 
Keller's governess and eventually her companion. 
 
Learning 
 
Anne Sullivan arrived at Keller's house in March 1887, and immediately began to teach Helen to 
communicate by spelling words into her hand, beginning with "d-o-l-l" for the doll that she had 
brought Keller as a present. Keller was frustrated, at first, because she did not understand that 
every object had a word uniquely identifying it. In fact, when Sullivan was trying to teach Keller 
the word for "mug", Keller became so frustrated she broke the mug. Keller's big breakthrough 
in communication came the months later, when she realized that the motions her teacher was 
making on the palm of her hand, while running cool water over her other hand, symbolized the 
idea of "water"; she then nearly exhausted Sullivan demanding the names of all the other 
familiar objects in her world. 
 
Determined to communicate with others as conventionally as possible, Keller learned to speak, 
and spent much of her life giving speeches and lectures. She learned to "hear" people's speech 
by reading their lips with her hands—her sense of touch had become extremely subtle. She 
became proficient at using braille and reading sign language with her hands as well.  
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tuscumbia,_Alabama


 

Action 
 
After college, Keller set out to learn more about the world and how she could help improve the 
lives of others. News of her story spread beyond Massachusetts and New England. She became 
a well-known celebrity and lecturer by sharing her experiences with audiences, and working on 
behalf of others living with disabilities. Throughout the first half of the 20th century, Keller 
tackled social and political issues, including women's suffrage, pacifism and birth control. She 
testified before Congress, strongly advocating to improve the welfare of blind people. In 1915, 
along with renowned city planner George Kessler, she co-founded Helen Keller International to 
combat the causes and consequences of blindness and malnutrition. In 1920, she helped found 
the American Civil Liberties Union. 
 
When the American Federation for the Blind was established in 1921, Keller had an effective 
national outlet for her efforts. She became a member in 1924, and participated in many 
campaigns to raise awareness, money and support for the blind. She also joined other 
organizations dedicated to helping those less fortunate, including the Permanent Blind War 
Relief Fund (later called the American Braille Press). 
 
Keller went on to become a world-famous speaker and author. She is remembered as 
an advocate for people with disabilities, amid numerous other causes. In 1915 she and George 
Kessler founded the Helen Keller International (HKI) organization. This organization is devoted 
to research in vision, health and nutrition. Keller traveled to 40-some-odd countries with 
Sullivan, making several trips to Japan and becoming a favorite of the Japanese people. Keller 
met every U.S. President from Grover Cleveland to Lyndon B. Johnson and was friends with 
many famous figures, including Alexander Graham Bell, Charlie Chaplin and Mark Twain. Keller 
was considered to have radical political views at the beginning of the 20th century, and as a 
consequence, her political views have been forgotten or glossed over in popular perception.  
 
During her remarkable life, Keller stood as a powerful example of how determination, hard 
work, and imagination can allow an individual to triumph over adversity. By overcoming difficult 
conditions with a great deal of persistence, she grew into a respected and world-renowned 
activist who labored for the betterment of others. 
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