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LESSON SUMMARY: 
Anne’s story is one of triumph and learning to reach beyond one’s limits  
to give to another in sheer devotion. She changed the trajectory of life  
for those in the blind and deaf communities. She spent her entire life 
thinking she was teaching one girl how to communicate with others  
when, really, she was teaching the world how to see people’s abilities 
instead of their disabilities.
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FAC I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E 

S E C T I O N  1

PREP
READING

A N N E  S U L L I VA N

C H A P T E R  1 :

WHY ANNE SULLIVAN?
Introductory thoughts from Grace & Grit founder, Heather E. Stark

I chose Anne Sullivan as a Grace  
& Grit woman because her life  
was not easy. In fact, it was hard – 
but, despite that, she still put herself 
on a life path that would continue  
to be challenging. 

ABOVE ALL ELSE, 
ANNE WAS A 
GIFTED TEACHER.

I was a special education teacher 
for seven years. Now, by no means 
was I the perfect teacher, but  
I did choose to go into a specific 
teaching field that continually 
proved to be challenging. The  
flip side to challenging was that  
I worked with a culture of children 
who were marginalized by schools 
and, at times, society – very much  
 

like Helen Keller, Anne’s student – 
and I knew I could help them.

When I started teaching my special 
education students, they did not get 
to go to the library or PE. I worked 
very hard at getting people to 
understand they deserved the  
same opportunities as every other 
student in the school. Anne believed 
this to be true of her student, 
too. Helen’s life before Anne was 
confusing and frustrating. She didn’t 
get to do many things because she 
did not understand the world around 
her. Anne took on every battle Helen 
faced and did not relent. She knew 
if she stayed true to her student, 
she would make her student’s 
life better. Through her devotion 
and perseverance, Anne taught 
Helen life skills, sign language, 
communication skills and even  
how to TALK. 
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C H A P T E R  1 :

WHY ANNE SULLIVAN?
Introductory thoughts from Grace & Grit founder, Heather E. Stark

Anne showed devotion to many 
things: teaching, thinking big, 
problem-solving, her student and 
serving those who have challenges. 
But here is the other side of devotion 
– as devoted as Anne was to Helen, 
she also did something for herself. 
She fell in love and got married. She 
did not lose herself in her work. That 
is an important thing to remember. 
You can be devoted to something 
and not have to sacrifice your whole 
self to it. You can keep part of your 
spirit for yourself and still serve.

It is important for our girls to 
know that devotion can change 
the trajectory of something. It can 
change one’s own life, the life of 

another, your family, a friend, or 
even the world. It opens people up 
to having grace and grit. Devotion 
requires the grit of one to show 
another a way of grace. 

THE OTHER 
IMPORTANT LESSON 
ANNE TEACHES IS 
THAT SOMETIMES, NO 
MATTER HOW HARD 
WE WORK, OUR 
WORK MAY 
GO UNNOTICED. 

We hear a lot about Helen Keller 
but very little about her teacher, 
Anne. It is important that our girls 
also understand not everyone gets 
the limelight. Sometimes your work, 
though impactful, will not always 
get huge recognition. While Anne 
taught Helen a great deal of things, 
it was Helen who people wanted  
to see, communicate with and  
write about. Anne’s work was  
the foundation on which Helen 
stood; her teacher remained in  
the background. The background 
work is just as important as the  
work that is seen. The songwriter  
we don’t see is just as important  
as the singer we do see. In fact, 

without the songwriter,  
there would be no songs!

Anne was a strong woman who  
did silent work. She was humble 
 but she was also proud of herself. 
While her devotion to one person 
may seem small, the changes she 
made in that person’s life were  
huge – and her contributions 
continue to inspire us today.
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C H A P T E R  2 :

THE JOURNEY OF ANNE SULLIVAN’S LIFE

At first glance, the life of Anne 
Sullivan appears to be a quiet 
existence  – a small life full of 
service to others. However, upon 
delving into the details, it quickly 
becomes obvious what strength 
Anne had. She overcame a lot of 
obstacles in order to be devoted to 
Helen. This was not a small life; this 
was a life filled with quiet strength 
and loud devotion.

1866: Anne Sullivan is born in April 
to Thomas and Alice Sullivan in 
Feeding Hills, Massachusetts.

1871: Anne contracts  
trachoma, an eye disease  
caused by bacteria, leaving  
her with severely impaired vision.

1874: Anne’s mother passes away. 
Her father finds it is too difficult to 
raise a family so he sends Anne and 
her brother, Jimmy, to a “poorhouse” 
call Tewksbury. It is here that Anne’s 
brother passes away.
 
1880: Anne learns that a committee 
is coming to examine the poor 

conditions of Tewksbury and follows 
them around as they investigate. 
She finally gets the courage to 
speak up and tell the committee  
she wants to go to Perkins School  
for the Blind. In October of the same 
year, 14-year-old Anne is allowed to 
attend Perkins. This is the first time 
Anne ever has attended school.

1881-1882: Within this two-year 
span, Anne has two eye surgeries 
that dramatically improve her vision 
and she can see well enough to 
learn how to read and write.

1886: Anne graduates from Perkins 
as class valedictorian. In her speech 
she encourages her classmates to 
“...go forth into active life. Let us go 
cheerfully, hopefully, and earnestly, 
and set ourselves to find our 
especial part. When we have found 
it, willingly and faithfully perform it 
... ."
- from Anne's valedictory speech 
 
1887: Anne leaves for Tuscumbia, 
Alabama, to work with a young girl 
who lost her vision and her hearing 
at the age of 19 months following 
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C H A P T E R  2 :

THE JOURNEY OF ANNE SULLIVAN’S LIFE

a severe illness. This young girl is 
named Helen Keller. Over the next 
49 years, Anne devotes herself  
to the education of Helen Keller: 
teaching her to communicate,  
read Braille and talk. Together  
they advocate for the blind, travel, 
give speeches and continue their 
educational careers.

1905: Anne marries John Macy. 
Although the marriage ends in 
separation, John is instrumental  
in helping Anne’s student, Helen, 
with her various publications.

1920: Anne’s right eye is removed 
due to chronic pain.

1932: Anne and Helen are  
awarded honorary fellowships  
by the Educational Institute  
of Scotland.

1935: Anne loses all sight in her 
remaining eye.

1936: Anne dies following  
a coronary thrombosis (a blood clot 
in a coronary artery that inhibits 
blood flow to the heart).  

Anne was cremated and entombed 
at the National Cathedral in 
Washington, D.C. When Helen 
passed away in 1968, she also  
was cremated and her ashes  
were entombed beside Anne’s.

Although Anne had to endure  
some very harsh circumstances, 
they led to her changing the life of 
her student – thus effecting change 
in the lives of all visually impaired 
individuals. Think about it: she 
was born into a struggling family, 
abandoned by her father, spent her 

childhood in a poorhouse, begged 
for an education at Perkins School 
for the Blind and it was there, at 
Perkins, that she started on the  
path to change her and Helen’s 
worlds. Anne’s burial at the  
National Cathedral is very fitting.  
It was a symbolic move that shows 
our nation’s indebtedness to Anne 
and how her devotion bettered the 
lives of so many others.  
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C H A P T E R  3 :

CHARACTER TRAIT: DEVOTION

Devotion seems to dance in grace.  
It floats around and hugs, it lifts  
and empowers, it builds others up.  
It appears soft and light, but it can 
be a very gritty character trait.  
It demands focused work, clarity  
of thought, determination, raw 
honesty, self-care and discipline. 

Truly, what does it mean to be 
devoted to something, to someone, 
to an idea or a life plan? Think of 
a mother awake through the night 
caring for her sick child, the shelter 
volunteer who spends every spare 
moment with the animals, a music 

student practicing on the piano  
for hours to perfect her solo. All  
of these scenarios wither away 
without devotion. It takes work  
to care; it takes heart to care.  
Being devoted to something  
is the hard choice.

Those who aren’t devoted to 
anything just walk aimlessly through 
life. What’s exciting about that? If 
there’s no attachment, no purpose, 
no passion, no end goal, what is 
there to celebrate? Everyone has a 
purpose in this life – something to 
be cherished and to be tended with 

devotion. It could be helping  
the needy, curing illness, raising  
a family, empowering others. 

Devotion gives life meaning.  
A life without devotion is a life 
lived without emotion.

Devotion requires courage and 
selflessness as well as self-care  
and grace. Its lesson is that, in  
order to help others, one first  
must believe in her abilities. 
Devotion is a steep investment  
of heart, belief and commitment. 
When it is given unselfishly and  

fully – just as Anne Sullivan did  
in her lifelong friendship with  
Helen Keller – the rewards  
are undeniable. 

DEVOTION IS A 
GRITTY CHOICE 
WITH A GRACEFUL 
OUTCOME.
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One of the most amazing 
things about the human spirit  
is that adversity often sparks 
greater growth. 

So it is with the story of Anne 
Sullivan, the woman who devoted 
a lifetime of teaching and friendship 
to her deaf student, Helen Keller. 
Anne did not have an easy 
childhood. She nearly went blind, 
lost her mother, was placed in a 
poorhouse with her brother and 
saw him die as well – all before 
her 10th birthday. But she pressed 
for an education and a chance at 
a better life, and this remarkable, 
visually impaired young woman 
opened the doors of communication 
and understanding for her bright 
and willful pupil.

ILLUSTRATED PORTRAIT
This illustration of a young Anne 
Sullivan, the newly minted teacher 
of Helen Keller, shows Anne standing 
at the infamous water pump. 
The water pump is where Anne’s 
devotion to Helen finally paid 
off. Up until this point, whenever 
Helen wanted something to drink 
she would make one general sign 
for “drink,” leaving her family to 
guess which beverage she wanted. 
A frustrated Helen would throw 
temper tantrums until her family 
settled on the right drink. However, 
at the water pump, Helen finally 
understood water had an actual 
name and how she could ask for 
it. Water is not called “drink.” It is 
called “water.” After her epiphany, 
Helen’s frustration started to 

C H A P T E R  4 :

LEARNING MATERIALS

decrease along with her temper 
tantrums. (Imagine Anne’s relief 
at that!)

In the picture, Anne’s eyes are full 
of compassion and she is holding 
out one hand – perhaps looking at 
Helen and getting ready to reach 
for her to gently pull her out of her 
darkness and into a world full of 
words and signs.

WORKBOOK
Many people probably know 
a little - or maybe even a lot 
- about Helen Keller, but her 
devoted teacher, Anne Sullivan, 
is a shadowed figure in history by 
comparison. Little is known about 
her own struggles and limitations. 
On top of her life circumstances, 

she was partially blind herself. Yet 
she kept everything in perspective 
and didn't shy away from seizing 
the moment, working hard, or 
trying to connect with others. 

The workbook activities are 
designed to get students thinking: 
What elicits devotion? Who has 
been devoted to them? How does 
one problem-solve when goals 
she has devoted her time to 
become hard and frustrating?

Going through these activities, 
think of how one incredible, devoted 
woman’s hard life turned into such 
inspiration for others – how she used 
her grace and an immense amount 
of grit to make one young girl's life 
better. And remember that every 
life has a purpose. 
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PLAY-IT-FORWARD CARDS
In this lesson;, the Play-It-Forward 
cards focus on two things: thanking 
others for their inspiration and 
devotion; and recognizing other girls 
who have overcome a hardship in 
their lives, such as Anne did. Upon 
recognizing a service that someone 
has done on another’s behalf or 
acknowledging the struggle one 
has overcome, connections occur 
between individuals. Devotion 
cannot happen without a true 
connection between two people.

There are cards to give to girls 
who inspire, cards to give to 
those who made someone’s day 
a little better, and cards to give 
girls who have overcome a hardship 
in life. The Play-it-Forward cards 
are one way of inspiring girls to 
empower others.

BOX SETS ALSO INCLUDE

CHARM
The charm needed to be a physical 
expression of the word “Devotion” 
and yet tie into Anne’s life work. 
The charm we chose is the hand  
sign for “I love you” in American  
Sign Language. Love is a form  
of devotion, and being able to tell 
someone “I love you” is a way of 
letting them know you are devoted 
to their life and want what is best 
for them. Anne was completely 
dedicated to her student, immersing 
herself in Helen’s life, so this charm  
is the perfect symbol of her devotion. 

C H A P T E R  4 :

LEARNING MATERIALS

GLOVES
During Anne Sullivan’s young 
adulthood in the 1880s, women 
chose from a variety of accessories 
to pair with their demure long 
dresses. There were fans and 
parasols, earrings and handkerchief  
pins, bonnets and shawls. But the 
accessory that best represented 
Anne, her life’s work and her 
devotion to Helen Keller was 
a pair of gloves.

It had to be all about the hands. 
Touch means so much to a person 
– hands can comfort others, wipe 
away tears, hug, but they can also 
push and pull. Anne had to push and 
pull Helen throughout her childhood. 

She also used touch to let Helen 
know she was next to her. It was the 
way they communicated. To Helen, 
Anne’s “voice” came by way of touch.  

Gloves accentuate hands perfectly, 
and these fingerless gloves set the 
fingers free – just as Anne’s loving 
hands taught Helen how to use her 
fingers to speak to the world, 
setting her free.
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FAC I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E 

S E C T I O N  2

GROUP
ACTIVITY 

GUIDE
A N N E  S U L L I VA N

INSTRUCTIONS

Hand out the materials to the girls, 
allowing them to open and spend 
some time going through the items 
independently. If they have a box set, 
invite them to try on the accessory  
or add the charm to the bracelet. 

Give them time to satisfy their curiosity so they can focus on the lesson  
once you begin. After a few minutes, bring their attention back to you  
and go through each item found in the lesson. 

The following pages provide you with guidance to get the girls thinking  
and discussing the topics related to the lesson. Use the discussion  
questions to the extent time allows.

Consider using a whiteboard to note responses, comments and ideas  
from the group as you go along.
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INSTRUCTIONS

Direct the girls to the portrait and use it as your focal point.

 

QUESTIONS 

+ What do you already know about Anne Sullivan?

 
+ Have you heard of her student, Helen Keller?

 
+ What are your initial thoughts about Anne’s illustration?
 -  Who do you think she is looking at? 
 -  What might she be thinking?
 -  Can you tell what she is standing next to? 

+ What new things do you want to know about Anne?

ILLUSTRATED PORTRAIT
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HAVE THE GIRLS  
OPEN UP THE  

WORKBOOKS AND 
INVITE THEM TO TAKE 

TURNS READING 
A PARAGRAPH.

INSTRUCTIONS

+  Ask the girls: What do you think the quote  
on the cover of the workbook means?

+  Read the story in the workbook, pausing  
before the activities. Then use the suggested  
questions that deepen the discussion and  
check for comprehension.

WORKBOOK READING
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

+  Can you imagine how Anne must have felt, not starting school until  
she was 14 years old? How do you think she felt?

+  Do you think Anne's misbehavior in school was understandable?  
Do you think you would have acted the same way if you lived her life? 

+  What do you think was the biggest reason for Anne changing her 
behavior and becoming valedictorian?

+  Do you think Anne was able to understand why Helen had temper 
tantrums because of her own behavior in school? 

+  If Anne had an easier life, do you think she would have been  
an effective teacher for Helen?

+ In what ways was Anne devoted to Helen?

WORKBOOK READING
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INSTRUCTIONS

Have the girls take the gloves and the charm from the box. Use each item  
as you discuss the following questions. 

QUESTIONS

+ Why do you think fingerless gloves are the accessory in Anne’s box?

+  Do you know the charm is actually making a sign from American  
Sign Language?

+ Do you know what that sign is? 

+ Do you know any other sign language?

CONTENT DISCOVERY
This section is for use with Grace & Grit box sets. 
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WORKBOOK ACTIVITIES

INSTRUCTIONS

Redirect the girls to the activities found 
in the back of their workbook.

The following questions are found in the 
back of the workbooks. They are meant 
to be answered independently by the girls, 
but may be referenced as needed in the lesson.

ACTIVITY 1
+  What do you think about the idea of being devoted  

to someone? Why do you think Anne was so devoted to Helen?

ACTIVITY 2
+  To whom – or what – are you devoted? 

-  What strengthens your devotion to this idea, activity or person? 
-  Ask a trusted female what she is dedicated to, and find out why.  

ACTIVITY 3
+  Who has been your favorite teacher so far?  

-  What makes him or her your favorite teacher? 
-  Ask a trusted female these same questions about her favorite teacher.

INVITE THE GIRLS 
TO COMPLETE THE 

ACTIVITIES IN 
THE BACK OF THE 
WORKBOOK AND 
DISCUSS THEIR 

ANSWERS. 

ACTIVITY 4
+  Think about it: Do you believe Anne and Helen got along all the time?  

Do you think they ever disagreed with one another? Can you be devoted  
to someone and still disagree with them? Why or why not? 
-  Talk to your favorite trusted female to see what she thinks. 

IF TIME ALLOWS, USE THESE QUESTIONS TO DEEPEN THE DISCUSSION:
 
+ In your own words, describe what it means to be devoted.

+  Does being devoted to someone mean you have to remain devoted  
even when they do something hurtful to you or others? 

+  Being devoted to someone means you care for them greatly and  
want them to be the best they can be. This means that sometimes you 
will disagree with them or gracefully let them know when their behavior 
is hurtful. You may even need to spend time apart. What are some things 
that someone you are devoted to might do that would compel you to let 
them know you disagree with their words or behavior?

 
+ Who is devoted to you?
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PLAY-IT-FORWARD CARDS

INSTRUCTIONS

+  Have the girls take out the Play-It-Forward Cards and browse  
through them for a moment.

+ Tell the girls what the Play-It-Forward Cards are and how they  
 are intended to be used with other girls in their daily lives. 

+  Ask for volunteers to read the front and back of one card aloud.  
Ask what that card means to the reader and how she could use  
it in everyday life.

+  If you have a group, remind the girls that, over time, as they choose  
to pass out a card to another girl with positive intent, their names  
will go into a drawing to get the tote bag.
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FAC I L I TAT O R ' S  G U I D E 

SE C T I O N  3

CLOSING 
DISCUSSION

GUIDE
A N N E  S U L L I VA N

INSTRUCTIONS

As you close the lesson, you are looking  
to spark a conversation about how the 
girls plan to use inspiration from Anne 
to improve their own lives while also 
helping and supporting other girls. 

The goal is to help them recognize how topics from the lesson apply 
to their own lives in a positive way. Consider using a whiteboard  
to note responses, comments and ideas you hear as you go along.
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CLOSING DISCUSSION GUIDE

QUESTIONS

+ What did you find most interesting about Anne's story?

+  What are some ways in which you can practice devotion? 
-  How can you help someone else practice devotion?

+ What ideas do you have for using the Play-It-Forward Cards?

+ How did this lesson help you?

OPTIONAL:
 

USE THE TIMELINE 
POSTER AS A FOCAL 

POINT FOR OPEN 
DISCUSSION.

NOTES FOR FACILITATOR


