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BIOGRAPHY  

William Gibson was born in New York City on November 13, 1914. He attended City 
College to study creative writing. In 1958 he published Two for the Seesaw, which was 
followed shortly by The Miracle Worker in 1959. Both plays had successful Broadway 
runs with The Miracle Worker receiving a Tony Award for Best Play and an Academy 
Award nomination for Best Adapted Screenplay. In 1940 Gibson married Margaret 
Brenman, a psychiatrist, and the couple had two sons. His work after his Broadway 
triumphs received mixed reviews, but he continued to see some success, setting the 
record for the longest running one-woman play in 2005 with Golda’s Balcony. Gibson 
continued to write until his death in 2008 at age 94. 

INTRODUCTION 

The Miracle Worker is a perfect introductory exercise for younger students in the practice 
of reading plays. Its content is not too complicated, but it does ask the young reader to 
consider some important issues. Gibson employs some simple but lovely dramatic 
devices, and his staging holds just enough variety and interest to engage the young and 
inexperienced reader without causing confusion.   

The story of Helen Keller is a familiar one and for good reason. It showcases the 
remarkable determination of a teacher, Annie Sullivan, to help her pupil grasp an 
essential aspect of human existence often taken for granted: the ability to communicate 
through language. In The Miracle Worker, William Gibson reimagines the true story of 
Helen Keller’s struggle to communicate at a time when the proper education for the 
seriously handicapped was largely unknown in the broader culture. 

In The Miracle Worker, we meet Helen Keller, whose blindness and deafness isolate her 
by making it impossible for her to understand or to be understood by those around her, 
including her own family. Out of a misplaced pity and love for Helen, her family 
inadvertently indulges her every whim; and in their confusion, they permit Helen a 
kind of license that makes her appear less than human and limits her capacity for 
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normal human contact with others. Already, at the start of the play, we witness Helen’s 
increasing ingenuity paired with a tendency towards physical violence that is directly 
related to her inability to communicate. As a consequence, she has created widespread 
discord in the family and even endangered her own future security in that family. The 
suggestion that Helen may soon be consigned to an asylum looms large at the 
beginning of the play and persists even into the third act.  

It is Annie Sullivan, the coarse, half-blind, twenty-year-old orphan from Boston, who 
aptly observes and identifies the danger Helen is in and defies Helen’s family in order 
to save her. Having survived a childhood in the state almshouse and having witnessed 
the early death of her younger brother, Annie has known none of the prosperity, love 
and pity bestowed so generously on Helen. Yet, despite their contrasting backgrounds, 
Helen and Annie face the same need for resurrection.  

The miracle of the play belongs to Helen, when Annie finally succeeds in teaching her 
the concept of language. As Annie says: “[W]ords can be her eyes, to everything in the 
world outside her, and inside too, what is she without words? With them she can think, 
have ideas, be reached, there’s not a thought or fact in the world that can’t be hers” (92). 
When Helen finally discovers the connection between language and the world, her 
lively mind awakens in an extraordinary rush of language and learning. She is like the 
woman described in Annie’s textbook, a woman once buried alive but rescued through 
the patience and zeal of another who would “awaken her to a consciousness of her 
immortal nature” (62).  

A second, perhaps less obvious miracle belongs to Annie as Helen finally relinquishes 
the keys to her mind and heart. These two stubborn individuals act as each others’ 
salvation. As Annie draws Helen out of her isolation and ignorance, Helen brings Annie 
out of a dark and fearful sorrow that has tormented her since the death of her brother. 
In one of the final and more poignant images in the play, we see Helen climb into 
Annie’s arms to tenderly kiss her on the cheek as a child kisses her mother; Annie 
returns this sweet affection by embracing Helen and gathering her into her arms as a 
mother would enfold her child. We are left with the confidence that the resurrection 
Annie feels she is owed has finally been given and that the voices that have haunted her 
have finally been silenced. 
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This guide includes the following: 

● A plan for reading and studying the text and some recommendations 

● Discussion questions for each act 

● Broader questions suitable for larger discussions and essay assignments 

We recommend that the teacher read through the broader questions at the close of this 
guide before beginning a study of the text. These larger questions will orient the teacher 
to some of the broader issues at stake.  

SAMPLE DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

ACT I 

1. Draw the staging arrangement Gibson offers on page xi. Based on this spare set, at 
what locations will the play take place? What is the purpose of the set’s 
arrangement? Notice the simplicity of the staging and trace the use of lighting 
throughout.  

2. When and where does the play take place? The teacher will need to instruct the 
students on how to find the cast of characters and the setting detailed on page xiii. 

3. What causes Helen Keller to go blind and deaf? When do Captain and Kate Keller 
realize that she is blind and deaf? How do they come to realize what has happened? 
(The students might not comprehend how damaging these handicaps would prove 
at a time when little was known about how to teach someone in Helen’s condition.) 

4. How does the play show the passage of time and place? How old is Helen now? 

5. Begin tracing references to dolls and the water pump. The students should mark 
these references in their books and notebooks with accompanying page numbers. 
What these references come to mean will emerge in the final action of the play. 

6. How is Helen described in comparison with the other children? How does she 
behave? What methods does she have for communicating with others? What do you 
learn about Helen in these early encounters? 

7. How do Helen’s parents react to her behavior? What are their attitudes towards 
Helen? Do Kate and Captain Keller agree on how to treat Helen? What do James and 
Aunt Ev think about Helen and her behavior? Whose position do you sympathize 
with? 
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8. The reader begins to detect some strife between James and Kate/Captain Keller. The 
students should begin to dwell on this tension and its causes. A fuller account of its 
true sources will emerge over the course of the play.  

The full guide Leading a Discussion on The Miracle Worker is available in our online shop 
for $10. Click here to visit the product page. 
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