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Helen Keller’s Special Friend 
by Tina Nicholas

Fountas-Pinnell Level S
Narrative Nonfiction
Selection Summary
After an illness as a baby, Helen Keller became both deaf and blind. 
Her teacher, Annie Sullivan, taught Helen how to communicate, read, 
and write. She became Helen’s lifelong companion, and together they 
helped create better conditions for people with disabilities.
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Characteristics of the Text 
Genre • Narrative nonfi ction 

Text Structure • Third-person narrative in eight short chapters 
• Chapter headings signal key periods in Helen’s and Annie’s lives 

Content • Student/teacher relationship 
• Methods of teaching the blind and deaf to read and speak

Themes and Ideas • Friendships and relationships help individuals overcome obstacles.
• People with disabilities can help others understand the challenges they face.
•Teachers can help students fi nd ways to communicate their messages.

Language and 
Literary Features

• Characters revealed through dialogue and actions
• Multiple points of view

Sentence Complexity • Conversational language
Vocabulary • Words and phrases associated with sight/hearing impairment some of which might not 

be familiar to English language learners: braille, lip reading. Cultural references: Alexander 
Graham Bell (p. 5), women’s right to vote (p. 12) 

Words • Multisyllable target vocabulary: affection, companion, inseparable
Illustrations • Photographs on most pages with captions

Book and Print Features • Twelve pages of text, easy-to-read chapter headings 
• Sidebars provide additional information 
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Target Vocabulary

affection – a feeling of fondness 
for someone or something, 
p. 4

bond – a feeling of close 
friendship, 6

charged – moved quickly toward 
something, p. 4 

chief – the most important or 
largest part of something, p. 
12

companion – someone who 
spends time with you, p. 13

enclosure – an area that is closed 
off, p. 7

exhausted – tired and has no 
energy, p. 4

inseparable – always together, 
p. 6

intruder – one who enters a place 
without permission, p. 6

suffered – felt pain or great 
sadness, p. 3

Helen Keller’s Special Friend by Tina Nicholas

Build Background
Help students use their knowledge about friendship to visualize the selection. Build interest 
by asking a question such as the following: Have you ever helped a friend with a problem? 
Read the title and author and talk about the cover photograph. Tell students that this is 
narrative nonfi ction, so the people and events are real. 

Frontload Vocabulary
Some everyday words may be unfamiliar to English learners. Before reading, check 
understanding of the following words: deaf, blind, healthy, sickness, cure, school, tutor, 
spell, college, essay, speech, vote, foundation. 

Introduce the Text
Guide students through the text, reading the captions, noting important ideas, and helping 
with unfamiliar language and vocabulary so they can read the text successfully. Call their 
attention to any important labels. Here are some suggestions:

Page 3: Explain that this is a book about Helen Keller and that she became blind 
and deaf at a young age. Suggested language: Turn to page 3. The chapter 
heading tells us that the chapter will give us information about Helen’s early years. 

Pages 4–5: Read the caption on page 5. Tell students that although Helen Keller’s 
parents felt affection for her, she also exhausted them. This is why they looked for 
a friend, or companion who could help Helen learn successfully. Ask: What kind of 
companion might they have looked for to help someone who was blind and deaf? 
Cultural Support: Identify Alexander Graham Bell.

Page 10: Point out the photograph of Helen in her college graduation robe. Read 
the caption. Ask: How do you think Annie, her teacher, was able to help her suceed 
in college?

Page 14: Direct students to the important dates sidebar. Ask: Why do you think the 
author included this list at the end?

Now turn back to the beginning of the text to fi nd out how the bond grew between 
Helen Keller and her companion. 
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Read
Have students read silently while you listen to individual students read aloud. Support their 
understanding of the text as needed. 

Remind students to use the Analyze/Evaluate Strategy  as they read, 
and to think carefully about the text and form an opinion about it. 

Discuss and Revisit the Text
Personal Response
Invite students to share their personal responses to the text. 
Suggested language: What do you think Helen’s life would have been like if she had never 
met Annie?

Ways of Thinking
As you discuss the text, help students understand these points:

Thinking Within the Text Thinking Beyond the Text Thinking About the Text

• Annie Sullivan uses unusual 
methods to help Helen to 
communicate. 

• Annie helps Helen through all of 
her schooling.

• Annie stays by Helen’s side 
throughout the rest of Annie’s 
life, helping Helen fi ght for many 
causes that she believes in. 

• It is possible for an individual to 
overcome disabilities, especially 
with the help of teachers and 
friends.

• Disabilities can inspire people 
to work for positive changes for 
others.

• The fi rst sentence of every 
chapter gives a clue to the timing 
of events. 

• The important dates sidebar at 
the end of the book summarizes 
the events in the text and 
indicates the order in which they 
occurred.

© 2006. Fountas, I.C. & Pinnell, G.S. Teaching for Comprehending and Fluency, Heinemann, Portsmouth, N.H.

Choices for Further Support
• Fluency Invite students to choral read a passage from the text and demonstrate 

phrased fl uent reading. Remind them to use a louder tone to stress terms to be 
emphasized (such as “deaf and blind”) and to vary tone, pitch, and volume in giving 
the proper emotional expression to phrases.

• Comprehension Based on your observations of the students’ reading and discussion, 
revisit parts of the text to clarify or extend comprehension. Remind students to go 
back to the text to support their ideas.

• Phonics/Word Work Provide practice as needed with words and word parts, using 
examples from the text. Remind students that prefi xes and suffi xes, such as in-, 
un-, re-, ity, -ful, -ion, -ment, -or, -ant, -al, and -ous, are added to root words to 
change their meaning or part of speech. Examples from the text include: inseparable, 
segregation, educational, famous.
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Writing about Reading
Critical Thinking
Have students complete the Critical Thinking questions on BLM 24.10.

Responding
Have students complete the activities at the back of the book, using their Reader’s 
Notebook. Use the instruction below as needed to reinforce or extend understanding of the 
comprehension skill.

Target Comprehension Skill
Compare and Contrast 

Target Comprehension Skill
 Remind students that they can compare characters 

by looking for parts of the selection in which the characters act the same. They can 
contrast characters by looking for parts where the characters respond to a situation 
differently. Model how to add details to the Graphic Organizer, using a “Think Aloud” like 
the one below:

Think Aloud

Annie Sullivan and Helen Keller have poor eyesight in common. Put it in 
the middle of the chart. Annie has better eyesight than Helen, and she has 
good hearing. These are ways she is different than Helen, so put it in the 
left oval. Unlike Annie, Helen is deaf and blind. Put that in the right oval. 
Now you have compared and contrasted Helen and Annie.

Practice the Skill
Have students share examples of books about other characters who were inseparable and 
ask how the characters were similar or different.

Writing Prompt: Thinking Beyond the Text
Have students write a response to the prompt on page 6. Remind them that when they 
think beyond the text, they use their personal knowledge to reach new understandings.

Assessment Prompts
• The main purpose of this selection is to 

_________________________________________________________________.

• One idea present on page 11 is 

_________________________________________________________________.

• What words on page 5 explain what tutor means?
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text What caused Helen to become blind and 

deaf?

  

  

 2. Think within the text Who told Mrs. Keller that it would be a 

good idea to hire Annie Sullivan?

  

  

 3. Think beyond the text Compare and contrast how Helen felt 

about Annie at fi rst with how she felt about her later. 

  

  

  

 4. Think about the text What message was the author trying to give 

by telling about Helen’s adult life?

  

  

 

Making Connections Helen Keller’s early life was hard because she was blind 
and deaf.  She was still determined to succeed and help others.  Write about 
someone else who succeeded against great odds.

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Helen Keller’s Special 
Friend

Critical Thinking

 Lesson 24
B L A C K L I N E  M A S T E R  2 4 . 1 0

Name  Date 

12Critical Thinking
© Houghton Mifflin Harcourt Publishing Company.  All rights reserved.

Grade 4, Unit 5: Change Is All Around

A sickness that Helen had as a baby caused her to become blind and deaf.

The director of the Perkins Institute told Mrs. Keller to hire Annie.

At fi rst, Helen probably felt confused and angry.  Annie was a stranger who was 

changing Helen’s world.  Helen was used to having her own way.  Later, Helen saw 

Annie as a lifelong companion who taught and encouraged her.

Helen succeeded at many things even though it was hard for her at fi rst.  Even 

though she was blind and deaf, she spent her life helping others.  The author may 

have hoped to inspire others through Helen’s example.

 Possible responses shown.

12_4_246253RTXEAN_L24_FR.indd   12 3/23/09   1:51:59 AM

English Language Development
Reading Support Pair English-speaking and English language learners so that they 
can check their understanding with each other.

Idioms The text includes some idioms and phrases that may be unfamiliar, such as like a 
wild animal (p. 4), w-a-t-e-r (p. 7), used her hands to talk (p. 8), and public speaker 
(p. 11).

Oral Language Development
Check student comprehension, using a dialogue that best matches your students’ 
English profi ciency level. Speaker 1 is the teacher, Speaker 2 is the student.

Beginning/Early Intermediate Intermediate Early Advanced/ Advanced

Speaker 1: Who is the selection about?

Speaker 2: Helen Keller

Speaker 1: Who was Helen Keller’s 
special friend?

Speaker 2: Annie Sullivan

Speaker 1: What made Helen Keller 
different?

Speaker 2: She was deaf and blind.

Speaker 1: What did Annie Sullivan 
teach Helen Keller?

Speaker 2: She taught Helen how to 
communicate and how to read.

Speaker 1: What did Helen Keller do to 
teach others?

Speaker 2: She gave speeches and 
wrote essays. 

Speaker 1: What did Helen Keller 
teach others?

Speaker 2: She taught them what 
they can do to help deaf and 
blind people.

5 Lesson 24: Helen Keller’s Special FriendGrade 4
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Name  Date 

Helen Keller’s Special Friend
Thinking Beyond the Text

Think about the questions below. Then write your answer in one or two 
paragraphs.

Remember that when you think beyond the text, you use your personal 
knowledge to reach new understandings.

Helen Keller relied on her companion, Annie Sullivan, for help throughout 
her life. Why was Annie Sullivan such a good companion and teacher for 
Helen? Explain your answer, giving examples from the selection.
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Critical Thinking
Read and answer the questions.

 1. Think within the text What caused Helen to become blind and 

deaf?

  

  

 2. Think within the text Who told Mrs. Keller that it would be a 

good idea to hire Annie Sullivan?

  

  

 3. Think beyond the text Compare and contrast how Helen felt 

about Annie at fi rst with how she felt about her later. 

  

  

  

 4. Think about the text What message was the author trying to give 

by telling about Helen’s adult life?

  

  

 

Making Connections Helen Keller’s early life was hard because she was blind 
and deaf. She was still determined to succeed and help others. Write about 
someone else who succeeded against great odds.

Write your answer in your Reader’s Notebook.

Helen Keller’s Special 
Friend

Critical Thinking
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Running Record Form

Helen Keller’s Special Friend 
LEVEL S

Helen Keller’s Special 
Friend

Behavior Code Error

Read word correctly ✓
cat 0

Repeated word, 
sentence, or phrase

®
cat

0

Omission —cat 1

Behavior Code Error

Substitution cut
cat 1

Self-corrects cut sc
cat 0

Insertion the

ˆcat 1

Word told T
cat 1

page Selection Text Errors Self-Corrections

6 Annie met Helen in 1887. Helen was almost seven years old. 

Soon Annie and Helen had a special bond. They became 

inseparable. They went everywhere together. This bond lasted 

until Annie died, almost fifty years later.

Annie could not see well. This helped her understand Helen. 

She knew Helen was smart. She created a way to teach Helen 

words. She used her fingers to “spell” a word into Helen’s 

hand. Then she made Helen touch the object she spelled. 

Helen learned to spell many words this way. But she did not 

know what the words meant.

Comments: Accuracy Rate 
(# words read 

correctly/96 × 100)

 %

Total Self- 
Corrections 
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