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                                                               CHAPTERS: 1-23 

 
QUESTIONS ON THEME AND PLOT (200-250 Words) 

 

1. Evaluate Helen Keller’s ‘The Story of My Life’ as an autobiography, describing the struggles 

and achievements of her life. 
 Helen Keller’s famous autobiography ‘The Story of My Life’ explores the challenges she faced as a 

deaf and dumb child and her struggles of communicating with the world. The autobiography was 

dedicated to Alexander Graham Bell. He had taken a personal interest in Helen’s blindness and 

deafness. Helen Keller also shows her gratitude to her wonderful teacher Miss Sullivan. Helen Keller 

was born on a plantation in Tuscumbia, Alabama, on June 27, 1880 to Captain Keller. She contracted an 

illness which left her deaf and blind. By the age of seven, Helen had over sixty home signs to 

communicate with her family. In 1886, Helen Keller’s mother sent her to Dr. Chisolm and Graham Bell. 

Bell advised her parents to contact Perkins Institute for the Blind. The advent of Miss Sullivan was the 

most important event in her life. Anne Sullivan arrived in Keller’s house in March, 1887. She 

immediately began to teach Helen to communicate by spelling words into her hand. Gradually, she 

learnt from Miss Sullivan the names of all the familiar objects in her world. The autobiography 

describes graphically Helen’s herculean efforts to get an education. She entered The Cambridge School 

for Young Ladies before gaining admittance to Radcliffe College in 1990. She graduated from Radcliffe 

at the age of 24, in 1904. She was the first person to earn a Bachelor of Arts degree. One of Keller’s 

earliest pieces of writing was ‘The Frost King’ (1891) at the age of eleven. There were allegations that 

the story had been plagiarised from Margaret Canby’s ‘The Frost Fairies’. At the age of 22, Keller 

published ‘The Story of My Life (1903), written during her time in college. Keller depended on books 

for pleasure and wisdom. She started with ‘Little Lord Fauntleroy’. She went on to read ‘‘Greek 

Heroes’’, La Fontaine’s ‘‘Fables’’, Howthorne’s ‘‘Wonder Book’’, ‘‘Bible Stories’’, Lamb’s Tales from 

Shakespeare, ‘‘The Arabian Nights’’ and ‘‘Robinson Crusoe. In ‘The Story of My Life’ Helen also 

writes about her pleasures and amusements. Swimming, rowing, canoeing on moonlight nights and 

sailing were her favourite amusements. Helen Keller had a sixth sense – ‘a soul sense’ which could see, 

hear, feel all in one. She loved to visit museums and art stores. Music and theatre thrilled her. In the end, 

the autobiography describes the important persons whom she valued more than anything else in life. 

They were Bishop Brooks, Henry Drummond, Dr. Everett Hale, Dr. Alexander Graham Bell, Mrs. 

Hutton, Dean  Howell’s and of course, Mark Twain. These were the persons and friends who had made 

the story of her life. They turned her limitations into beautiful privileges and achievements. 

2. Describe the theme of Helen Keller’s ‘The Story of My Life’. 
 ‘The Story of My Life’ is based on the value of perseverance. It also glorifies the tireless and undying 

spirit of overcoming insurmounting  hurdles and obstacles in life. Due to sheer perseverance, a deaf and 

dumb child Helen Keller learnt to communicate and interact with the outerward in a meaningful way. 

There is no doubt that at moments she felt helpless and frustrated but Helen was determined to succeed. 

She was a wonderful fighter. Helen Keller overcame the seemingly insurmountable obstacles and 

blindness. She became an icon of perseverance and untiring struggle throughout the world. The 

autobiography ‘The Story of My        

  

Life’ was written when she was only 22 years old. Her autobiography ‘The Story of My Life’ still 

motivates and guides thousands of those unfortunate blind and deaf children for whom there is only 

darkness and silence in the world. She lived in her isolated world until Miss Sullivan came to open up a 

world of communication to her. Anne taught her manual sign language, braille and lip-reading. Helen’s 

achievements are awesome. She had a thirst for knowledge and her love for learning and books was 
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intense. It is quite amazing how she could lead a productive and purposeful life with all her handicaps. 

Another important theme of the autobiography is the message that even the blind and the deaf can lead a 

wholesome, purposeful and exciting life. Helen Keller set an example for all the physically challenged, 

especially the deaf and the dumb. She became the first blind and deaf to earn a bachelor degree. She 

enjoyed reading Shakespeare, Dickens and had good grounding in Greek and Latin. She read almost all 

the leading French and German writers. She loved swimming, sailing, canoeing, visiting mountains and 

beaches. She had an inner eye that could feel the beautiful sights, sounds, inner and smells of Nature. 

She loved the company of the famous and great personalities of her times such as Alexander Graham 

Bell and Mark Twain. 

3. Describe the plot or the structure of Helen Keller’s ‘The Story of My Life’. 
Helen Keller’s ‘The Story of My Life’ was published in 1903 when she was at the age of twenty two. It 

includes the story of her life and was written during her time in Redcliffe College. The story of Keller’s 

ability to communicate despite of her insurmountable handicaps immediately fascinate people. Her story 

gives us an idea of what it means to be both deaf and blind. She faces extraordinary difficulties, 

limitations and handicaps with courage and grace. The plot or the storyline of ‘The Story of My Life’ 

covers only her childhood and young womanhood. The story of Helen Keller’s life is incomplete as she 

had more than sixty years yet to live. Her story serves as a model for what the physically disabled can 

accomplish. The storyline starts with the mysterious illness that left her deaf and dumb when she was 

just one and a half years old. The advent of Miss Sullivan changed the very course of her life. The first 

five chapters describe how Miss Sullivan taught her words by spelling them into her hands. In this way, 

she learnt words like ‘‘d-o-l-l’’, ‘‘s-i-t’’, ‘‘p-i-n’’, ‘‘h-a-t’’, ‘‘c-u-p’’, etc. The next important step in her 

education was learning to read. She learnt to speak in 1890. The winter of 1890 was darkened by the 

charge of plagiarism against her for writing ‘The Frost King’.Chapters XVI to XXI describe Helen’s 

struggle to read various subjects and languages and to get an education. She became the first deaf and 

blind to earn a university degree. 

‘The Story of My Life’ devotes Chapter XXII to describe Helen’s pleasures and amusements. 

Swimming, rowing, canoeing, sailing were her thrilling pastimes. Blindness and deafness couldn’t rob 

her of her sixth sense—a soul sense which would see, hear, feel, all in one. The last chapter XXIII is 

devoted to great men of letters and friends like Bishop Brooks, Dr. Hale, Dr. Graham Bell, Mr. & Mrs. 

Hutton and of course, Mark Twain. They made the story of Helen’s life and transcended her limitations 

to new privileges and opportunities. 

4. Describe Helen Keller’s early life before the advent of her teacher Miss Sullivan. Helen Keller 

was born on a plantation in Tuscumbia, Alabama on June 27, 1880 to Captain Arthur Keller. Her father 

was a former officer of the Confederate Army. Helen was the first baby in the family. The happy days 

didn’t last long. In the month of February came the illness that closed her eyes and ears. Except for some 

fleeting memories, all seemed like a nightmare. But during the first nineteen months of her life she had 

caught faint glimpses of green fields, sky, trees and flowers. The darkness that followed could not 

wholly blot them out. Her hands started feeling every object and observed every motion. She started 

making crude signs to communicate with others. A shake of head meant ‘‘No’’ and a nod, meant 

‘‘Yes’’. A push meant ‘‘Go’’ and a pull meant ‘‘Come’’. At five, she learned and understood a good 

deal of what was going on about her. She could fold her clothes  and wear them. She began to realise 

that she was different from other people. Her mother and friends didn’t use signs as she did but talked 

with their mouths. In those days, a little coloured girl, Martha, the daughter of her cook understood her 

signs. They spent a great deal of time kneading dough balls and feeding the hens and turkeys. Belle, her 

dog was her other companion. The family consisted of her father and mother, two older half-brothers, 

and afterwards, a little sister, Mildred. For a long time she regarded her sister an intruder as she had 

ceased to be her mother’s only darling. 

Helen’s desire to express herself grew. Her failures to make herself understood was followed by 

outbursts of passion. Her mother’s only ray of hope came from Dickens’s ‘‘American Notes’’. She had 

read an account of Laura Bridgman who had been educated instead of being deaf and blind. At the age 

of six, Dr. Alexander Graham Bell advised her father to contact Mr. Anagnos, the director of the Perkins 

Institute for the Blind in Boston. Within a few weeks Mr. Anagnos gave a comforting assurance that a 

teacher, Miss Sullivan had been found to teach Helen. Naturally, the most important day in all her life 
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was the one on which her teacher, Anne Mansfield Sullivan came. It was the third of March, 1887. And 

‘the light of love shone’ on her in that very hour. 

5. How was the advent of Anne Mansfield Sullivan, the most important day in her life? Describe 

the ‘immeasurable contrasts’ between the two lives which it connects’. How did Helen Keller react 

at her first meeting with Miss Sullivan? 
Certainly, the advent of Anne Mansfield Sullivan was the most important day in Helen Keller’s life. 

Helen was filled with wonder when she considered the immeasurable contrasts before and after her 

arrival in her life. On that day she stood on the porch, dumb and expectant. She was like a ship at sea in 

a dense fog before her education began. ‘‘Light, give me light !’’ was the wordless cry of her soul. And 

the light of love shone on her in that very hour. She felt approaching footsteps and stretched out her 

hand. She was caught up and held close in the arms of her teacher. She had come to reveal the light of 

knowledge and above all, to love her. 

Miss Sullivan gave her a doll sent by the little blind children at Perkins Institute. She spelled into her 

hand the word ‘‘d-o-l-l’’. Helen was at once interested in the finger play and tried to imitate it. When 

she was able to spell the words correctly, she was filled with childish pride and pleasure. In the days that 

followed she learnt to spell ‘pin’, ‘hat’, ‘cup’ and a few verbs like ‘sit’, ‘stand’ and ‘walk’. She 

understood that everything had a name. Gradually she came to know that a wordless sensation was 

called a ‘thought’. Somehow the mystery of language was revealed to her. She knew that ‘‘w-a-t-e-r’’ 

meant something cool that was flowing over her hand. The living word ‘awakened’ her soul. Each name 

gave birth to a thought. Helen learned a great many new words that day. These words made the world 

blossom for her, ‘like Aaron’s rod, with flowers.’’ For the first time Helen longed for a new day to 

come. 

6. Describe the ‘slow and often painful process’ through which the deaf and blind child Helen 

Keller acquired the ‘key to all language’? How did she learn to spell and read words? 

It was really ‘a slow and often painful process’ through which the deaf and blind child Helen Keller 

acquired the key to ‘all language’. Children who can hear can acquire language without any special 

effort. The first word that her teacher, Miss Sullivan spelled into her hand was ‘‘d-o-l-l’’. In the days 

that followed she learned to spell many words like ‘‘pin’’, ‘‘hat’’, ‘‘cup’’ and a few verbs like ‘‘sit’’, 

‘‘stand’’ and ‘‘walk’’. At that time she even didn’t know that everything has a name. Then she realised 

that a wordless sensation was called a ‘thought’. She understood that everything had a name and each 

name gave birth to a new thought. Miss Sullivan had taught her to find beauty in the fragrant woods and 

in every blade of grass. She linked Helen’s earliest thought with nature. She made her feel that ‘birds 

and flowers’ and she herself were ‘happy peers’. 

Helen Keller’s ideas were vague and her vocabulary was inadequate. But as she learned more and more 

words her field of inquiry broadened. One morning she asked Miss Sullivan the meaning of the word 

‘‘love’’. Miss Sullivan put her arm gently round her and spelled into her hand, ‘‘I love Helen’. ‘‘What is 

love?’’ she asked. Miss Sullivan drew her closer and pointing to her heart said, ‘‘It is here’’. Once Helen 

was finding difficulty in stringing beads of different sizes. She was puzzled. Miss Sullivan touched her 

forehead and spelled the word with decided emphasis, ‘‘Think’’. In a flash Helen knew that the word 

was the name of the process that was going in her head. Miss Sullivan had a wonderful faculty for 

description. Helen was not interested in the science of numbers. But Helen learnt from life itself. When 

Miss Sullivan came, everything about her breathed of love and joy and full of meaning. 

7. Describe Helen Keller’s stay at the Perkins Institute for the Blind in Bost 

  It was Alexander Graham Bell who advised Helen’s parents to contact the Perkins Institute for Blind 

for her education. It was the institute where Laura Bridgman, a deaf and blind child had been educated. 

It was located in South Boston. Michael Anaganos, the director, asked former student Anne Sullivan to 

become Keller’s instructor. Miss Sullivan herself was visually impaired. 

Helen made friends with the litle blind children. It was a unique pleasure to talk with other blind 

children in her own language. Until then she had been speaking through an interpreter like a foreigner. 

All the eager and loving children gathered round her and joined heartily in her frolics. They could read 

the books with their fingers. They were so happy and contented that she lost all sense of pain in the 



Page 4 of 6 
 

pleasure of their companionship. With the blind children she felt thoroughly at home in her new 

environment.Helen learnt to speak in the spring of 1890. The impulse to utter audible sounds had always 

been strong within her. Mrs. Lamson, who had been one of Laura Bridgeman’s teachers came to see 

Helen. She had taught a deaf and blind child to speak in Norway. Helen resolved that she would learn to 

speak. Miss Fuller offered to teach her and gave eleven lessons in all. Her first connected sentence was, 

‘‘It is warm.’’ 

8. When and how did Helen Keller learn to speak? How did she feel when she spoke to her mother 

and little Mildred after arriving home in Tuscumbia? 
It was in the spring of 1890 that Helen Keller learned to speak. The impulse to utter audible sounds had 

always been strong within her. She used to make noises. She kept one hand on her throat while the other 

hand felt the movements of her lips. She was pleased with anything that  made a noise. It was her urge to 

feel the cat purr and the dog bark. She was entirely dependent on the manual alphabet. But she was 

determined to use her lips and voice. Friends discouraged her. But the story of Ragnhild Kaata inspired 

her to succeed. In 1890, Mrs. Lamson returned from Norway and came to see Helen Keller. She told her 

of a deaf and blind girl named Ragnhild Kaata. Mrs. Lamson had taught her to speak. Helen resolved 

that she too would  learn to speak. Miss Sullivan took Helen to Miss Sarah Fuller. She offered to teach 

her herself. Miss Fuller passed Helen’s hand over her face and let her feel the position of her tongue and 

lips when she made a sound. She was eager to imitate every motion and in an hour had learned six 

elements of speech: M, P, A, S, T, I. Miss Fuller gave eleven lessons in all. She was filled with delight 

and surprise when she uttered her first connected sentence. She uttered ‘‘It is warm.’’ They were broken 

and stammering syllables. But they were parts of a human speech. Miss Sullivan’s untiring patience and 

devotion helped her to progress towards natural speech. 

Helen had leant to speak. At last, the happiest moment of her life arrived. The train stopped at the 

Tuscumbia station. The whole family stood at the platform. Her mother pressed her close to her 

trembling with  delight. Every syllable that Helen uttered delighted her. The little Mildred seized, kissed 

her hand and danced. Seeing his daughter uttering audible sentences, he expressed his pride and 

affection in a big silence. 

9. How did Helen write a little story called ‘The Frost King’ and how was it received by Mr. 

Anagnos of the Perkins Institute for the Blind? Why did Helen call the incident a dark ‘cloud’ in 

her ‘childhood’s bright sky?’ Was Helen guilty of plagiarism? 
  A little story, ‘The Frost King’ which Helen Keller wrote and sent to Mr. Anagnos, created a lot of 

trouble for her. It was like a dark cloud in her childhood’s bright sky’. For a long time she lived in 

anxiety, doubt, fear and shame. She was accused of plagiarism. 

Helen Keller wrote the story when she was at home. Miss Sullivan described to her the beauties of the 

late foilage. Her descriptions revived the memory of a story which must have been read to her. Helen 

must have retained that story unconsciously. When the story was finished, she read it to her teacher. At 

dinner the story was read to the assembled family. They were surprised that Helen could write so well. It 

was her story and she had written it for Mr. Anagnos. She sent it to him on his birthday. Mr. Anagnos 

was delighted  with ‘‘The Frost King’’ and published it in one of the Perkins Institute reports. It was 

discovered that a story similar to ‘‘The Frost King’’ called ‘The Frost Fairies’ by Miss Margaret T. 

Canby had already appeared. Actually it was published in a book called ‘‘Birdie and His Friends’ even 

before Helen was born. The two stories were very much alike in thought and language. It was evident 

that Miss Canby’s story had been read to Helen. Helen’s story, ‘The Frost King’ was a plagiarism. 

10. Explain how and why Helen’s emotions toward Miss Sullivan undergo a radical 

transformation between the time they first meet until Annie finally establishes a connection with 

the young girl. 
As a very young, handicapped child before Annie arrives, Helen Keller inhabits a dark world populated 

by suspicion, rage, and childish immaturity that she has grown used to openly expressing without fear of 

censor from either herself or her parents. Those intense emotions come from living in a world of silence 

and darkness. While her family attempted to communicate with her through body language, Miss 

Sullivan was the first person in Helen's life who made a concerted effort to teach her how to understand 
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and be understood. Thus, while Helen was unsure about her at first, they eventually established a deep 

connection that strengthens as Helen matures and controls her emotions. 

11. Why was college not everything Helen hoped it would be? How did she benefit from it 

anyway? 
Like many students, Helen had an incredibly romanticized idea of college being a place of endless 

knowledge, a "universal Athens," as she calls it in Chapter 20. She believed her college education would 

be spent learning how to think and process the world, constantly asking questions. However, college, 

with its lectures and homework, was so fast-paced that Helen found she spent all her time just 

attempting to retain the vast amounts of information being presented to her. She rarely had time to think 

and extract meaning from her studies. Still, though, she appreciated her chance to attend Radcliffe, 

because it allowed her to study alongside girls her age with sight and hearing; it allowed her to 

maximize her potential. In the end, college for Helen was about exposure to different kinds of 

knowledge that she would eventually use and interpret throughout the rest of her life.  

 

Value Points for important characters in the story 

(Note: Students need to elaborate on these points with textual input)(200-250 

Words) 
Helen Keller 

Helen Keller is the protagonist and author of this memoir, telling the story of her life up to age 22. Born 

in Tuscumbia, Alabama, Helen was stricken with a disease that left her both deaf and blind early on in 

life, and she struggled to express herself until her teacher, Anne Sullivan, came to work with her when 

she was seven years old. From then on, Helen's life became a story of progress and success, as she 

constantly surmounted obstacles and became the first deaf-blind person to obtain a Bachelor's degree. 

 

Anne Sullivan 

Johanna Mansfield Sullivan Macy, known as Anne Sullivan, came into Helen’s life on third of March 

1887. She herself had been blind in her youth, and after her vision was partially restored, she decided to 

dedicate her life to teaching others like her. Through Miss Sullivan's patient teaching that was perfectly 

tailored to Helen's interests and needs, Helen achieved great success, the likes of which no one expected 

from her. 

 

Kate Adams 

The mother of Helen Keller and Mildred Keller. She was a very caring lady who tried her best to 

understand Helen and taught her a lot of things. Throughout Helen's life, she was a constant advocate for 

her daughter, determined to find opportunities for her despite her handicaps. 

 

Arthur H. Keller 

The father of Helen and Mildred, and a captain in Confederate Army prior to his work as a newspaper 

editor. His family is descended from Casper Keller, a native of Switzerland, who settled in Maryland. 

Helen loved her father, and remarked that he was a particularly good storyteller. She also commented on 

his fondness for hunting. Arthur died in the summer of 1896. 

 

Mildred Keller 

The younger sister of Helen Keller. For a long time, Helen regarded her little sister as an intruder on her 

mother's attention. Eventually, the two developed a close relationship, though Mildred was never truly 

able to understand Helen's finger language. Mildred also attended the Cambridge School with Helen for 

six months. 

 

Martha Washington 

The daughter of Helen's cook, Belle, and a good friend of Helen's in the early days of her illness, when 

few others could understand her. The two got up to great mischief and adventurous exploration of their 

surroundings. 
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Mr. Anagnos 

Michael Anagnos was the Director of Perkins Institute for the Blind, as well as a good friend of Helen's 

in her early life. Her story, "The Frost King," was intended as a birthday present to him, but after it was 

uncovered that the story had been unwittingly plagiarized, his relationship with her was tainted. 

 

Dr. Alexander Graham Bell 

He was the inventor of the telephone and a teacher of the deaf. Helen dedicated her autobiography to Dr. 

Alexander Graham Bell, and spent much time with him throughout her life. Dr. Bell was the one who 

took Helen to the World's Fair for the first time. 

 

Mr. Gilman 

Mr. Arthur Gilman was the Principal of the Cambridge School for Young Ladies. He was a generous 

person who learned to use manual alphabet to have a conversation with Helen. He was very serious 

about his students and cared deeply about Helen's education, but when he reduced her course load and 

extended her time at the school following her illness, Helen's mother withdrew her and put her in private 

tutoring. 

 

Bishop Brooks 

Bishop Brooks was a constant support in her life from an early age. He was one that never judged her, 

never tried to restrain her, and accepted her as one of God's children, even when others could or would 

not. She credits him for her strong moral and ethical beliefs that good always wins in the end. Even after 

his death, his life views on love and friendship have a lasting effect. 

IMPORTANT EPISODES AND DESCRIPTIONS (200-250 words) 

1. Helen’s Early home / Ivy Green (Chapter 1) 

2. Unkindness of Nature and overcoming the fright of nature ( Chapter 5) 

3. Helen’s First Christmas( chapter 8) 

4. First experience of sea (chapter 10 

5. Visiting Fern Quarry (chapter 11) 

6. First Visit to Boston (Chapter -9) 

7. Spending Winter in the North (chapter- 12) 

8. Pleasures of Reading ( chapter 20) 

9. Pleasures and Amusements besides reading( chapter 22) 

10. Meeting Good/ unpleasant people ( chapter 23) 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 


