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THE MIRACLE WORKER 
William Gibson (1914-2008) 
Grade Level: 6-8 
112 pages 
ISBN: 978-1-4165-9084-2 
Recommended hours: 10 

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. 

THE PLAN 

● It is important that the teacher and the students bear in mind that this is not an 
exercise in history or biography. For this reason, we advise the teacher not to 
introduce historical details while reading and discussing the text; consulting the 
historical material while reading the play confuses the students. However, it 
would not be inappropriate to introduce some of the biographical material after 
the close of the discussions and writing assignments since Helen Keller played 
such an important role in our country’s history. 

● One of the dangers of reading dramatic literature in the classroom is that the 
reader forgets that the work’s intended format is a live performance for an 
audience. In order to combat this tendency, we recommend that the class read the 
play aloud together with the teacher assigning parts to the students based on 
reading proficiency. A straight read through should take approximately two 
hours. After the dramatic reading of the play, we recommend that the teacher 
employ the questions below to lead the students in discussions of how various 
scenes should be staged, e.g., where the props and actors should be positioned. 
The students should be led to pay close attention to Gibson’s lengthy stage 
directions and to incorporate those directions in their treatment of the play and 
the issues raised. 

● Each question listed below is meant to lead the students deeper into the world 
Gibson has wrought by eliciting concrete details and suggesting more 
consequential topics for reflection. No doubt, the discussions will spill over into 
areas addressed deeper into the assigned sections or even into a recapitulation of 
earlier material. This is a good and natural response from the students  that 
should not be interrupted unless necessary. If the students have skipped 
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important details, the teacher can always return to address them later in the 
conversation. 

The questions are not meant to be comprehension questions, and they should not 
be used for testing, nor should they be given in advance of the discussions. These 
questions are written for the teacher, not for the students. Sometimes they are 
narrower in focus in order to train the imaginations of the students by recreating 
the particulars of Gibson’s world. Occasionally, the questions will break open 
larger issues for a richer, deeper discussion. Some of the questions will turn the 
students’ attention to repeated and developing imagery and material that only 
ultimately resolves into sharper focus in the final scenes. It is a good idea to 
encourage students to keep track of these references so that when they reach the 
culmination of events in the final scenes, they will have ready sources and 
citations for a rich and final discussion of the larger issues at stake. 

● It is important, however, that the teacher not accidentally telegraph meaning or 
preempt the students’ free and open inquiry as the story unfolds. It would be a 
mistake, for instance, to direct the students to look for specific themes in advance 
of reading and discussion. Advising them to keep a watchful eye for repeated 
details such as references to keys, water, and the well pump is, on the other hand, 
advisable and is not the same as instructing the students on what  those 
references come to mean over the course of the play. Having the students trace 
these references is an important opportunity to train the students on how to   
mark a text for later discussion. 

● Finally, it helps the students understand the action of the play if they have some 
rudimentary knowledge of early sign language. This should be briefly introduced 
once Annie employs it for the first time in Act I. 

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. 
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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? 

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. 

9. Why does Captain Keller decide to write to the doctor Aunt Ev suggests? 

10.Describe Helen’s actions in the first part of the act. Which of them cause her family 
to sympathize? Which make them view her as a monster? 

11. How does this first part of Act I end, and how do we move to the Perkins Institution 
for the Blind in Boston? 

12.Describe Annie Sullivan. What brought her to Anagnos, and what is her relationship 
with him? What, if any, similarities does she share with Helen? 

13.Annie says, “I think God must owe me a resurrection” (13). Why does she say this? 
The fuller meaning of this remark will unfold deeper into the play. 

14.Dr. Anagnos says of Helen, “Deaf, blind, mute—who knows? She is like a little safe, 
locked, that no one can open. Perhaps there is a treasure inside” (13). Direct the 
students to dwell on this analogy as it develops over the course of the play. 

15.With what gifts does Annie leave the school? Who gives her these gifts? 
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16.Annie experiences a flashback to the past. What happens in that scene? Tease out the 
discernible details. Who is Jimmie? The students will learn more about Jimmie as the 
play unfolds. 

17.What is the significance of Annie’s first word after the retreat of the memory (18)? 
What does Kate do when that word is spoken? Direct the students to notice these 
staging techniques Gibson has employed. 

18.Characterize the relations between Captain Keller and his son, James. Characterize 
James’ relationship with Kate. What is going on here? 

19.Who feeds Helen, what do they feed her, and why? 

20.What does Captain Keller mean when he says, “She’s gone, my son and I don’t get 
along, you don’t know I’m your father, no one likes me, and supper’s delayed” (21)? 
What does this remark reveal about Captain Keller and his status in the household? 

21.Characterize Annie’s first encounter with each of the Kellers. How does each react to 
her? What qualifications does Annie present for her new job? 

22.What does Annie mean when she tells Kate that “language is to the mind more than 
light is to the eye” (24)? Have a discussion on the importance of language and its 
connection to the world. What is language? The students will likely have not 
considered this question before, so take some time with it. 

23.Keep close track of the position of the water pump on stage for a later discussion of 
the use of water internal to the play. 

24.How does Annie meet Helen, and what happens between them? What do you learn 
about Helen in that encounter? 

25.How does Helen receive the gift of the doll? What does she do with it? 

26.How does Annie first try to teach Helen? How does Helen react to this lesson? What 
do we learn about Helen and Annie in this first exchange? 

27.What is the outcome of Helen’s first lesson? How does the rest of the family view 
Annie’s failure? James? Captain Keller? Kate? 

28.What is James’ outlook on all of this activity? What kind of contribution does he 
make to the life of the family? 

29.Begin tracing the use of keys in the play. Continue tracing the use of the water pump. 
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30.How does Annie regard Helen? 

31.How is lighting used throughout the act? 

ACT II 

1. How is Annie trying to teach Helen? What progress has she made thus far? How 
does Kate react to this progress? What does Annie think stands in the way of Helen’s 
education and how does she propose to remove that obstacle? 

2. What does Annie mean when she says, “What she has to learn first is that things 
have names” (44)? The answer may seem obvious, but it is generally not so obvious 
for younger students. 

3. What does Kate mean when she says, “We  catch  our  flies  with  honey, I’m 
afraid” (45)? What does Annie think of this? Evidence? 

4. Describe the dining room and its arrangement. 

5. What are James and Captain Keller discussing at the breakfast table? What do we 
learn about Captain Keller and James in this scene? How do they view the Civil War 
and its contestants? (The teacher may need to remind the students that the war is a 
relatively recent event and that Captain Keller fought in the war on the side of the 
South. They may also need a concise sketch of the war itself.) 

6. How do the family members deal with Helen’s behavior in this scene? How does the 
fight between Annie and Helen mirror and relate to the argument between James 
and Captain Keller? 

7. Annie says, “Pity? For this tyrant? The whole house turns on her whims, is there 
anything she wants she doesn’t get? I’ll tell you what I pity, that the sun won’t rise 
and set for her all her life, and every day you’re telling her it will, what good will 
your pity do her when you’re under the strawberries, Captain Keller?” (49). What is 
she saying? Why is the reference to the strawberries particularly biting coming from 
Annie? 

8. Annie remarks, “I can’t unteach her six years of pity if you can’t stand up to one 
tantrum! Old Stonewall, indeed” (50). What is she saying and why is the reference to 
Old Stonewall particularly insulting, especially coming from a rough-edged woman 
from Boston, Massachusetts? 
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9. Watch Annie’s use of the keys. What is she doing, literally and metaphorically? 

10.In what way(s) is Helen dividing her own family? Be specific and detailed in your 
answer. 

11. What happens between Helen and Annie after everyone else leaves the breakfast 
table? What is Annie’s purpose, and how does Helen respond to it? Notice how 
Gibson communicates the passage of time. How long has the encounter taken? 

12.What has been accomplished in this time? Does Annie see it as a success or a failure? 
Do the Kellers? 

13.When Annie is alone in her room she reads this passage: “Can nothing be done to 
disinter this human soul? The whole neighborhood would rush to save this woman  
if she were buried alive by the caving in of a pit, and labor with zeal until she were 
dug out. Now if there were one who had as much patience as zeal, he might awaken 
her to a consciousness of, her immortal—” (60). Connect this to Dr. Anagnos’ words 
back in Act I (13). How is Helen like this woman buried alive in a pit? How does this 
help the reader sympathize with and understand Helen’s behavior and situation? 
Watch for the later completion of the quotation on page 62. What must Annie 
disinter? 

14.What effect does the dining room encounter have on Annie afterwards? Why? How 
are Annie’s memories connected to Helen? Take a close look at Annie’s behavior 
toward Jimmy (the Boy’s Voice). What is she saying to him? What is her disposition 
towards him? How do these memories make Annie feel? 

15.Who are the Crones? How would you portray them on stage? Is their advice good? 
What does Annie think she promised Jimmie? 

16.Annie begins to fill her suitcase. What do you think she is planning? 

17.Characterize Captain Keller’s conversation and behavior with Annie and Kate in the 
garden house. 

18.What do we learn about Helen’s intellect in this scene? 

19.What does Annie mean when she says that the Kellers’ love and pity have been 
Helen’s biggest impediments to learning (66)? 

20.What makes Captain Keller allow Annie to stay, and what new plan does Annie 
propose? Why is “total control” necessary from Annie’s point of view? How does 
Kate feel about this? 



© 2019 Cana Academy® !9

21.Annie finally reveals some of her own past. What do we learn about her youth? The 
students need to be specific in their descriptions of the state almshouse. Why is this 
description so charged for the Kellers? (The teacher will need to guide the students 
on these issues since the stakes are suddenly much higher than the students may 
have earlier realized.) 

22.Continue to trace references to water. 

23.Annie says, “I didn’t come here for love. I came for money!” (71). Is there reason to 
believe this? If not, why do you think Annie is here? 

24.Describe the garden house and discuss Gibson’s clever staging of the moving day 
scene. 

25.Characterize James’ attitude toward this new plan. Why does James feel the way he 
does? How does Annie respond to his words? What does she mean when she says, 
“I’m not counting on force, I’m counting on her” (73)? 

26.What expectations do the Kellers and Annie have for the two weeks with Helen 
Annie asks for? 

27.What causes James’ outburst, and how does it affect Captain Keller? Why is Captain 
Keller so angry with James, and why does he physically dominate him? Why is 
James so angry with Keller? The causes seem old and poisonous. How old do you 
think James is? 

28.Kate says, “Do you like the child?” (76). Who does she say this to and what does she 
receive as an answer? Who do you think the “child” is? What do you think is going 
on? 

29.Why is Annie against having pity for herself or for Helen (77)? 

30.Why is it so important that Annie be able to touch Helen? Why has Helen been 
against this so far? How does Annie plan to progress towards this goal? 

31.Annie says, “Now all I have to teach you is—one word. Everything” (80). What does 
she mean? 

32.How does Act II end? How does Annie’s song interact with the lighting on the other 
characters? Discuss Gibson’s stage directions. 

33.What is the song? (The students may need the teacher to sing the song for them.) 
What does Annie singing this song reveal about her? What does Annie look like in 
this scene? (Keep close track of this as the action closes in the last scene.) 
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ACT III 

1. Annie notes that “the chick has to come out of its shell, sometime” (83). What 
concept does Helen need to understand, and how does Annie try to make her 
understand? Notice the language of birth Annie employs. 

2. How have the two weeks spent apart from Helen affected the Kellers? Examine their 
conversation at breakfast. What is James saying, and what are Kate and Captain 
Keller saying? Who is right internal to the action of the play? 

3. What progress has Annie made with Helen? What has Helen learned so far? 

4. Why does Annie ask for another week with Helen? How do the Kellers respond to 
her request? 

5. Why is it so important to Annie that Helen be able to use words? What does it mean to 
understand and employ language? Discuss Annie’s words to Captain Keller: 
“Cleanliness is next to nothing, she has to learn that everything has its name! That 
words 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” (91-92). In what manner and tone 
would Annie say these things? What is her chief complaint with the Kellers on this 
point? She remarks later, “I know that without it to do nothing but obey is—no gift, 
obedience without understanding is a—blindness too” (98). What does she mean? 

6. Make note of the escalation in references to water. 

7. How are the memories of Jimmie and Helen connected for Annie? Annie recalls what 
she said to Dr. Anagnos in Act I, “I think God must owe me a resurrection” (13), 
but this time she adds, “And I owe God one” (97). What does she mean? What does 
Annie feel she owes God and why? 

8. What is Helen doing with the keys and why? How do you understand the 
importance of the keys now? 

9. What is the meaning of James’ grace before the meal? How do the family members 
react to his prayer? 

10.Why does Helen throw her napkin on the floor? How do Annie and the Kellers 
respond? 

11. How does James convince Captain Keller to permit Annie to deal with Helen? Take a 
close look at James’ words: “She’s right, Kate’s right, I’m right, and you’re wrong. If 
you drive her away from here it will be over my dead—chair, has it never occurred to 
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you that on one occasion you might be consummately wrong?” (107). Compare this 
moment to James’ earlier encounters with Captain Keller: “Father stands up, that 
makes it a fact” (8); the argument over General Grant at the breakfast table (46-47); 
the physically aggressive encounter (75-76); and James’ subsequent conversation 
with Kate (86). 

12.The space Helen’s absence has provided has given the individual family members an 
opportunity to grow. How so? What has changed? 

13.It is a good practice to pause now and read aloud from page 108 to the end of the 
play. This exercise works best if the teacher takes all of the parts. This gives the 
students an opportunity to revisit the closing scenes with all of their new insights 
provided by the earlier discussions. The students will know better now how to 
approach the recurring imagery of the water, keys, and pump. 

14.Describe “the miracle” (108). What leads up to it and how does Helen finally 
understand? What exactly does she understand? What does she do now and why? 
How do Annie and the Kellers respond? What does it mean that Kate 
“simultaneously finds and loses a child” (111)? What do the keys mean and what 
does Helen do with them? Why? 

15.Notice that Helen climbs into Annie’s lap. Recall Annie’s song in the garden house. 
What has happened to Annie? 

16.What leads Annie to say she loves Helen? Notice that she uses the words “forever 
and ever” but is no longer dragged into the dark memory of her brother. Why? 

17.It seems that there is more than one miracle at work in this story. Can you name some 
of them? 

18.Discuss the stage directions Gibson has provided as a way into the dramatic 
moment. 
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BROADER QUESTIONS SUITABLE FOR LARGER DISCUSSIONS AND ESSAY 
ASSIGNMENTS 

The following questions are aimed at a more comprehensive examination of the text. 
They can best be addressed after a thorough treatment of the text in daily discussions. 
They are appropriate for larger discussions, but they could also be used for writing 
assignments: 

1. Helen’s miracle, which occurs at the end of the last act, is the focus of the entire play. 
What other miracles occur for those around Helen, including Annie and the Kellers? 
Who is the miracle worker of the title? 

2. Why does Annie see language as such an important tool for Helen? What is the 
importance of language? 

3. What challenges does Annie face in teaching Helen? Which obstacles come from 
Helen, which come from the Kellers, and which come from Annie herself? 

4. Gibson seems to have constructed the play so that we feel a strong connection 
between Jimmie’s (Annie’s brother) case and Helen’s. Annie seems to suffer from 
some sort of remorse associated with her brother’s death. What is it? What is the 
connection between the two cases and how does the resolution of one cause the 
resolution of the other? 

5. How has the Keller family contributed to Helen’s isolation? Be specific. 

6. At one point Annie writes in a letter, “The more I think the more certain I am that 
obedience is the gateway  through  which  knowledge  enters  the  mind  of  the soul” 
(45). How is obedience the key to Helen learning? How is it ultimately completely 
insufficient? Why is Annie not content with mere obedience as the rest of the Kellers 
seem to be? 

7. The play takes place in the 1880s, only a short time after the end of the Civil War. 
Annie is a rough-hewn orphan girl from the North, and the Kellers live in the South. 
Captain Keller fought in the war, and Kate is a southern gentlelady. How do these 
facts inform the events of the play? Consider, among other scenes, Annie’s first 
encounter with the Kellers, her resistance to relinquishing control of the suitcase, the 
scene with the ladder, the argument about Grant at the breakfast table, Aunt Ev’s 
assessment that all of the Kellers are cousins of General Robert E. Lee and “I don’t 
know who that girl is” (57), and the recurring arguments between Captain Keller 
and Annie Sullivan. 
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8. Describe the relationship between James and his father, Captain Keller. What is 
fundamentally at the root of their problems? Are their problems finally resolved by 
the close of the play? 

9. How does Annie’s past color her approach to Helen? How does working with Helen 
inform Annie’s view of her own past? 

10.How and why do Annie and Helen finally come to love each other? 

11. Several artifacts in the story take on weighty symbolic importance: the pump, water, 
the doll, and keys. What does each symbolize and how does this imagery develop 
throughout the play? How does each increase our understanding of the action of the 
play? How do they converge to provide special insight into the meaning of this 
story? (The students may only be capable of developing the use of one of these 
symbols in a writing assignment. In that case, the question should be modified.) 

12.Compare and contrast Annie and Helen. In what ways are their backgrounds similar or 
different? What traits do they share in common? 

13.How has Helen’s condition affected the rest of her family? Be precise. 

14.Gibson offers a great deal of stage direction in his text. Discuss his use of sound and 
lighting in the play. What are each used for, and how do they affect the way we view 
the action?


