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touching spirit bear ben mikaelsen is a powerful novel that explores themes of redemption, healing, and the
profound connection between humans and nature. Written by Ben Mikaelsen, this young adult book tells the
story of Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager who undergoes a transformative journey after being sent to a
remote Alaskan island as part of a unique form of justice. Through Cole’s encounters with the spirit bear, a
rare white bear native to the region, Mikaelsen weaves a narrative rich with symbolism and emotional depth.
This article delves into the key aspects of Touching Spirit Bear, including its plot, characters, themes, and the
author’s background. It also examines the novel’s critical reception and its significance in contemporary
literature. The following sections provide a comprehensive analysis that highlights why Touching Spirit Bear
by Ben Mikaelsen remains a significant work in young adult fiction.
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Overview of Touching Spirit Bear

Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen is a compelling novel centered around Cole Matthews, a violent and
angry teenager who faces consequences for assaulting a classmate. Instead of traditional juvenile detention,
Cole is subjected to Circle Justice, a Native American form of restorative justice that involves sending him to a
remote island in Alaska. The story chronicles Cole’s struggle for survival, self-discovery, and forgiveness
after a brutal attack by a rare spirit bear. The novel is notable for its vivid depiction of the Alaskan
wilderness and the emotional journey Cole undertakes to confront his inner demons.

Plot Summary

The narrative begins with Cole Matthews being given a choice between jail time or exile to a remote island where
he must live alone for a year. Initially driven by anger and defiance, Cole’s first encounter with the spirit bear
results in a severe mauling that forces him to reevaluate his actions and mindset. As he spends time in isolation,
battling both the elements and his own guilt, Cole gradually learns about accountability, respect, and
healing. The story culminates in Cole’s transformation and his attempts to make amends with those he has
wronged.

Setting and Environment

The novel is set primarily on a remote Alaskan island, an environment that plays a critical role in shaping the



story. The wilderness serves as both a physical and metaphorical backdrop for Cole’s journey. The harsh
climate, the dense forests, and the presence of wildlife emphasize themes of survival and coexistence. Ben
Mikaelsen’s detailed descriptions help readers immerse themselves in the natural world, highlighting its beauty as
well as its dangers.

Author Background: Ben Mikaelsen

Ben Mikaelsen is an acclaimed author known for his contributions to young adult literature, particularly
books that explore themes of nature, survival, and personal growth. Mikaelsen’s own experiences, including his
upbringing in a diverse cultural environment and his fascination with wildlife, heavily influence his storytelling.
His writing style is characterized by vivid imagery and an empathetic portrayal of complex characters.

Mikaelsen’s Inspiration for Touching Spirit Bear

Mikaelsen drew inspiration for Touching Spirit Bear from his interest in Native American culture and restorative
justice practices. He sought to create a narrative that highlighted alternative methods of addressing juvenile
crime, focusing on healing rather than punishment. Mikaelsen's commitment to environmentalism and respect for
indigenous traditions is evident throughout the novel.

Other Notable Works

In addition to Touching Spirit Bear, Ben Mikaelsen has authored several other novels such as:

“Rescue Josh McGuire” – a story about a boy overcoming adversity with the help of a service dog.

“Red Midnight” – which deals with wildlife conservation and the plight of wolves.

“Petey” – centered on a boy with fetal alcohol syndrome and his bond with a dog.

Main Characters and Character Development

The characters in Touching Spirit Bear are integral to the novel’s exploration of redemption and
transformation. The protagonist, Cole Matthews, undergoes the most significant development, supported by a
cast of characters who influence his journey.

Cole Matthews

Cole begins the novel as a violent, angry teenager with a history of abuse and defiance. His initial refusal to
accept responsibility for his actions sets the stage for his conflict. However, after his encounter with the
spirit bear and the challenges of isolation, Cole undergoes profound personal growth. He learns humility,
empathy, and forgiveness, ultimately striving to repair the damage he has caused.



Garvey

Garvey acts as Cole’s parole officer and mentor throughout the story. He represents a figure of guidance and
support, encouraging Cole to embrace Circle Justice and confront his past. Garvey’s belief in redemption
contrasts with Cole’s initial resistance.

Peter Driscal

Peter is the victim of Cole’s assault and plays a crucial role in the novel’s themes of forgiveness and healing.
Despite his own pain, Peter participates in Circle Justice and later confronts Cole, providing opportunities for
reconciliation.

Major Themes in Touching Spirit Bear

Touching Spirit Bear explores several profound themes that contribute to its enduring relevance and emotional
impact. These themes are intertwined with the characters’ experiences and the novel’s setting.

Redemption and Forgiveness

At its core, the novel is about the possibility of redemption through accountability and change. Cole’s journey
exemplifies how forgiveness—both of oneself and others—can lead to healing. The narrative emphasizes that
true justice involves restoration rather than punishment alone.

Connection to Nature

The natural environment is not merely a backdrop but a vital force within the story. Cole’s interactions with
the spirit bear and the Alaskan wilderness symbolize a deeper connection to the earth and the importance of
respecting all living beings.

Circle Justice and Restorative Practices

Touching Spirit Bear introduces readers to Circle Justice, a Native American system that focuses on healing
victims and offenders through community involvement and personal responsibility. This theme challenges
conventional punitive approaches and highlights alternative paths to justice.

Isolation and Self-Reflection

Cole’s time alone on the island forces him to confront his inner struggles and past mistakes. The theme of
isolation facilitates self-reflection, which is essential for his transformation. The solitude allows for
emotional growth and the development of resilience.



Symbolism and Literary Devices

Ben Mikaelsen employs various literary devices and symbolism to enrich the narrative and deepen the reader’s
understanding of the themes in Touching Spirit Bear.

The Spirit Bear

The spirit bear, a rare white bear native to the Pacific Northwest, symbolizes purity, strength, and spiritual
guidance. Its presence in the novel represents the natural world’s power to teach and heal. Cole’s encounter
with the bear is a pivotal moment that catalyzes his transformation.

Use of Imagery

Mikaelsen’s vivid descriptions of the Alaskan wilderness create immersive imagery that enhances the novel’s
atmosphere. The detailed portrayal of the environment reflects Cole’s emotional state and the novel’s themes
of survival and renewal.

Foreshadowing and Flashbacks

The author utilizes foreshadowing to build tension and anticipation, while flashbacks provide context to
Cole’s troubled past. These devices help to develop characters and reveal motivations throughout the story.

Critical Reception and Impact

Touching Spirit Bear has received widespread acclaim for its compelling storytelling and thoughtful treatment
of difficult subjects. The novel is praised for its authentic portrayal of emotional trauma, personal growth,
and cultural sensitivity.

Awards and Recognitions

The book has earned several accolades and is frequently included in school curricula due to its educational
value and engaging narrative. It has been honored for its contribution to young adult literature and its
promotion of restorative justice concepts.

Influence on Readers and Educators

Many readers find inspiration in Cole’s journey, while educators value the novel for addressing complex issues
such as violence, abuse, and healing. The book encourages discussions about accountability, empathy, and
environmental stewardship.



Educational Use and Relevance

Touching Spirit Bear is widely used in educational settings to facilitate discussions on character development,
ethics, and cultural awareness. Its themes resonate with contemporary issues faced by young adults, making it
an effective teaching tool.

Discussion Topics and Activities

Exploring restorative justice versus punitive justice systems

Analyzing character growth and motivations

Understanding symbolism in literature

Discussing the role of nature in personal healing

Reflecting on themes of forgiveness and accountability

Relevance for Modern Readers

The novel’s exploration of healing from trauma and the importance of empathy remains relevant for readers
today. Touching Spirit Bear encourages reflection on personal responsibility, the power of nature, and the
value of alternative justice approaches in a modern context.

Frequently Asked Questions

Who is the author of 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

The author of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is Ben Mikaelsen.

What is the main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

'Touching Spirit Bear' explores themes of redemption, healing, and personal growth through the story of a
troubled boy named Cole Matthews.

What is the significance of the Spirit Bear in the novel?

The Spirit Bear symbolizes nature, healing, and spiritual guidance, playing a crucial role in Cole's journey
toward self-discovery and change.

How does Cole Matthews change throughout 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Cole transforms from an angry, violent teenager into a more reflective and compassionate individual after
facing challenges on a remote Alaskan island.



What role does Circle Justice play in 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Circle Justice is an alternative justice system that emphasizes healing and reconciliation rather than punishment,
which leads to Cole's banishment to the island for rehabilitation.

Why does Cole Matthews get sent to the Alaskan island in the story?

Cole is sent to the island as part of Circle Justice to confront his anger issues and to experience personal
growth away from his usual environment.

What lessons can readers learn from 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Readers can learn about the importance of taking responsibility for one's actions, the power of forgiveness, and
the healing potential of nature and self-reflection.

Additional Resources
1. Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen
This novel follows Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager who is sent to a remote Alaskan island as part of a
Native American justice program called Circle Justice. As he struggles with his anger and past trauma, Cole
embarks on a journey of healing and redemption. The story explores themes of forgiveness, personal growth, and
the power of nature.

2. Ghost of Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen
A sequel to Touching Spirit Bear, this book continues the story of Cole Matthews as he faces new challenges
and dangers. After surviving a brutal attack, Cole must confront his fears and the darkness within himself. The
novel delves deeper into themes of recovery, resilience, and the connection between humans and the natural
world.

3. Night Flying by Ben Mikaelsen
This story centers on a young boy named Gunnar who dreams of flying in the Alaskan wilderness. When he is
injured, Gunnar learns to overcome his fears and limitations with the help of a pilot and the spirit of the wild.
The book highlights courage, determination, and the beauty of the natural environment.

4. Red Midnight by Ben Mikaelsen
Red Midnight is a gripping tale about survival and the bond between humans and animals. It follows a young boy
and a wolf as they face dangers in the wilderness. The narrative emphasizes themes of loyalty, bravery, and
respect for nature.

5. Family Tree by Ben Mikaelsen
This novel explores the life of a boy who discovers his Native American heritage and the importance of family
and tradition. Through his journey, he learns about identity, acceptance, and the power of roots. The story
encourages readers to appreciate cultural history and personal growth.

6. Petey by Ben Mikaelsen
Petey is a story about a boy with a learning disability who finds strength and friendship through a special bond
with a dog. The novel touches on themes of overcoming adversity, compassion, and the importance of support
systems. It is an inspiring tale of courage and hope.

7. Stranded by Ben Mikaelsen
This adventure novel follows a teenager who is stranded in a harsh wilderness environment. As he struggles to
survive, he learns valuable lessons about self-reliance, perseverance, and the natural world. The book is a
powerful story of survival and personal transformation.

8. Tree Girl by Ben Mikaelsen
Tree Girl tells the story of a young Native American girl who faces bullying and hardship at school. Through
her connection with nature and her cultural heritage, she finds strength and identity. The novel addresses



issues of bullying, resilience, and cultural pride.

9. Into the Wild by Jon Krakauer
Though not by Ben Mikaelsen, this non-fiction book shares themes with Touching Spirit Bear, focusing on the
real-life story of Christopher McCandless who ventured into the Alaskan wilderness seeking freedom and self-
discovery. It explores the allure and dangers of nature, as well as the human desire for meaning.
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