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The Helen Keller International Art Show

An Annual Event


Gail Leslie

DB-LINK


Art shows are full of surprises. Beauty is cap tured in a combi na tion of col ors, im ages, tex tures, and ob jects. 
The 2001 Helen Keller In ter na tional Art Show of fered many such mar vels. Bulging yel low eyes and black han ­
dles ex tend ing from a sculpted head. A large textured blue tree that dom i nates the se ren ity of a col lage of 
grandpa’s farm. Kan ga roos stand ing under a large sun in a black and white draw ing of the Aus tra lian out ­
back. A pho to graph that capturs the dis tor tion of im ages lay ered in a mir rored re flec tion. One of the show’s 
more sur pris ing el e ments, how ever, was not ob vi ous. The art ists were chil dren who are vi su ally im paired, 
blind, or deaf-blind. 

The Helen Keller In ter na tional Art Show is a yearly event spon sored by the Coun cil for Ex cep tional Children’s 
Di vi sion on Vi sual Im pair ments (DVI). Un der the guid ance of Dr. Mary Jean Sanspree, a pro fes sor at the Uni ­
ver sity of Al a bama Vi sion Sci ence Re search Cen ter and di rec tor of the Al a bama Deafblind Pro ject, the show 
has moved from an an nual event in Al a bama to an in ter na tional cel e bra tion of chil dren’s art that trav els to gal ­
ler ies and con fer ences through out the coun try. 

The show be gan in 1984 as a pro ject of the Al a bama state chap ter of DVI. In 1996, Dr. Roseanna Davidson, a 
pro fes sor at Texas Tech Uni ver sity Col lege of Ed u ca tion, be came pres i dent of the na tional chap ter of DVI. She 
had seen the show a num ber of times in Al a bama and sug gested that the di vi sion de velop the show as a na ­
tional pro ject. Since 1996, the in vi ta tion to par tic i pate has been open to chil dren from all cor ners of the world 
who are under 22 years of age and are vi su ally im paired, blind, or deaf-blind. More than 150 pieces of artwork 
were sub mit ted for the 2001 show. Thirty pieces are se lected each year. 

The show in cludes all types of vi sual art, such as sculpture, col lage, and pho tog ra phy. Through out the year, 
art fans (fam i lies, teach ers, pro fes sion als, and even mem bers of Con gress) have the op por tu nity to place bids 
for in di vid ual pieces of art that they would like to pur chase. Dur ing the seven years that the show has trav ­
eled, nearly ev ery piece has sold. Dol lars gen er ated from those sales go into the bud get for the fol low ing year’s 
ex hi bi tion. 

Fam ilies and pro fes sion als know about the mar vel ous ac com plish ments of chil dren who are blind or 
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deaf-blind. The art show gives the rest of the world an 
op por tu nity to ex pe ri ence their tal ents and ex pres sive 
abil i ties. Stu dents are able to dem on strate their for mi da ­
ble tal ents so that oth ers can share in their unique percep ­
tions of the world. 

Many peo ple as sume that chil dren who have vi sion loss 
can only use art forms that are tac tual, such as sculp ture. 
In re al ity, these chil dren can use a va ri ety of me dia to ex ­
press their per cep tions and ex pe ri ences through art. One 
child takes apart toy trucks to feel the shapes of wheels 
and fend ers and re pro duces these shapes in a col lage. 
An other stu dent, who is in a wheel chair with head sup ­
ports, man ages to po si tion him self to cre ate de tailed ar ­
tis tic strokes that re sult in a mag nif i cent ti ger por trait. “I 
have seen a child be one inch from the pa per and draw 
the most perfect Ninja tur tle,” says Roseanna Davidson. 
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•	 Net work with fam i lies. State deaf-blind pro ject

fam ily spe cial ists can pro vide in for ma tion and sup ­

port or serve as men tors to fam i lies.


Summary 

There is strong sup port for a con nec tion be tween early 
in ter ven tion and learn ing ex pe ri ences and later school 
and work per for mance (Sandall, McLean, and Smith, 
2000). Iden tifying chil dren who are deaf-blind and 
start ing ser vices as early in life as pos si ble are cru cial 
in or der to give each child the best pos si ble op por tu ­
nity to learn and de velop. State deaf-blind pro jects 
and oth ers in volved in the lives of chil dren who are 
deaf-blind can play an im por tant role by as sist ing 
state early in ter ven tion sys tems to meet the unique 
needs of in fants and tod dlers who are deaf-blind. 
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Technical Assistance to Early

Childhood Providers in Kentucky


The fol low ing are ex am ples of tech ni cal as sis ­
tance ac tiv i ties used by Ken tucky Ser vices for 
Children and Young Adults Who Are Deafblind: 

•	 Var i ous lo cal, state, and re gional training op­
por tu ni ties (top ics de ter mined based on eval ­
u a tion of par tic i pants’ needs). 

•	 Printed in for ma tion (top i cal pa pers, bro ­
chures, news let ter) to up date fam i lies and ser ­
vice pro vid ers about re sources, up com ing 
events, and best prac tices. 

•	 Reg u lar, on go ing con tact with fam i lies by 
tele phone to find out how they are do ing and 
de ter mine whether they have a par tic u lar 
need that might be ad dressed by the pro ject. 

•	 Reach for the Stars, a spe cific train ing ini tia ­
tive de signed to help fam i lies and ser vice pro ­
vid ers use a per son-centered approach to plan 
a young child’s tran si tion from early in ter ven ­
tion to pre school and from pre school to pri ­
mary school. 

•	 Close col lab o ra tion with the state’s lead 
agency and other ma jor ser vice pro vid ers in 
the state to im prove early iden ti fi ca tion of 
chil dren who are deaf-blind (this has re sulted 
in a sig nif i cant rise in the num ber of re fer rals 
of chil dren, from birth to age two, who have 
been re ferred to the pro ject). 

•	 Training of ser vice pro vid ers to teach re cep ­
tive and ex pres sive com mu ni ca tion skills to 
per sons who have se vere and/or mul ti ple dis ­
abil i ties in clud ing deaf-blindness (the pro ject 
re ceived Com pre hen sive Sys tem of Per son nel 
De vel op ment (CSPD) funds to de velop and 
pro vide this train ing). 

•	 De vel op ment and co or di na tion of a uni ver ­
sity course, Se vere Hand i caps In te grated Pre ­
school Pro gramming, funded by a grant to the 
pro ject from CSPD and Part B 619 funds (in di ­
vid u als serv ing chil dren on the state 
deaf-blind pro ject cen sus are given first pri or ­
ity to at tend the course). 

•	 De vel op ment and teach ing of other uni ver sity 
and dis tance-learning courses as part of Ken ­
tucky’s State Im prove ment Grant ac tiv i ties on 
the topic of nat u ral en vi ron ments. 

•	 The use of pro ject staff as train ers on four 
state wide early child hood train ing teams, giv ­
ing them an op por tu nity to share valu able in ­
for ma tion about deaf-blindness and to 
con duct child find ac tiv i ties. 
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