touching spirit bear study guide

touching spirit bear study guide offers an in-depth exploration of Ben Mikaelsen’s acclaimed
novel, providing students and educators with a comprehensive understanding of its themes,
characters, and literary elements. This study guide carefully examines the plot structure, symbolism,
and moral lessons embedded within the story, helping readers to grasp the significance of the
protagonist’s transformative journey. Designed to enhance comprehension and critical thinking, the
guide includes detailed analyses, discussion questions, and summaries that illuminate the novel’s
exploration of redemption, healing, and the power of nature. Key themes such as forgiveness,
survival, and Native American cultural influences are also highlighted to deepen appreciation of the
text. This resource serves as an essential tool for navigating the novel’s complex narrative and for
preparing for exams or classroom discussions. Below, a structured table of contents outlines the
main topics covered in this touching spirit bear study guide.

e Plot Summary and Overview

Main Characters and Character Analysis

Themes and Motifs

Symbolism in Touching Spirit Bear

Setting and Its Importance

e Discussion Questions and Essay Topics

Plot Summary and Overview

The plot of Touching Spirit Bear centers around Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager who is sent to a
remote Alaskan island as part of a Native American justice system called Circle Justice. The story
begins with Cole’s violent behavior and his subsequent sentencing to isolation in an effort to
encourage self-reflection and personal growth. Over the course of the narrative, Cole faces
numerous physical and emotional challenges, including a brutal attack by a rare white spirit bear.
These events force him to confront his anger and past mistakes, ultimately leading to a profound
transformation. This section of the study guide provides a detailed chapter-by-chapter summary,
highlighting key events and turning points essential for understanding the novel’s progression.

Initial Conflict and Sentencing

Cole’s initial conflict arises from his aggressive behavior and his assault on another student. Instead
of traditional punishment, he is given the opportunity to participate in Circle Justice, which
emphasizes healing and reconciliation. This alternative justice system sends him to a remote island,
where he is to live alone for a year. This introductory phase sets the tone for Cole’s internal and
external struggles throughout the novel.



Survival and Transformation

During his time on the island, Cole must learn to survive both the harsh natural environment and his
own inner turmoil. The narrative details his encounters with the spirit bear, which symbolize the
forces of nature and his own spiritual awakening. The transformation Cole undergoes is gradual and
marked by moments of pain, self-discovery, and eventual forgiveness, which serve as the climax of
the novel’s plot.

Main Characters and Character Analysis

Understanding the main characters is crucial for a comprehensive analysis of Touching Spirit Bear.
This section explores the personalities, motivations, and growth of key figures, including Cole
Matthews, Garvey, and Edwin. Character analysis sheds light on the interpersonal dynamics and
thematic development within the novel.

Cole Matthews

Cole Matthews is the protagonist whose journey from a violent, angry youth to a remorseful and
enlightened individual drives the story. Initially resistant to change, Cole’s character evolves as he
confronts the consequences of his actions and learns to respect both nature and people. His
complexity is reflected in his fluctuating emotions and gradual acceptance of responsibility.

Garvey

Garvey acts as a mentor and guide to Cole, representing the voice of reason and compassion. His
role in supporting Cole through the Circle Justice process is vital, as he encourages Cole to face his
problems honestly. Garvey’s belief in restorative justice contrasts with traditional punitive
approaches, making him a key figure in the novel’s message.

Edwin

Edwin is another mentor figure who embodies indigenous wisdom and spirituality. He teaches Cole
survival skills and introduces him to the philosophy underlying Circle Justice. Edwin’s connection to
Native American traditions enriches the novel’s cultural context and reinforces themes of healing
and respect for nature.

Themes and Motifs

Touching Spirit Bear explores a variety of profound themes that resonate throughout the narrative.
This section dissects the primary motifs and underlying messages that contribute to the novel’s
depth and relevance.



Redemption and Forgiveness

The theme of redemption is central to the novel, as Cole’s journey symbolizes the possibility of
personal change and healing. Forgiveness, both of oneself and others, is portrayed as a necessary
step toward growth and reconciliation. These themes are intricately woven into the storyline,
illustrating the transformative power of acceptance and empathy.

Nature as a Healing Force

Nature serves as a pivotal motif, representing both challenge and solace. The Alaskan wilderness
functions as a backdrop for Cole’s physical survival and spiritual awakening. The spirit bear itself is
a symbol of nature’s power and mystery, acting as a catalyst for Cole’s introspection and ultimate
change.

Circle Justice and Restorative Practices

The novel promotes the concept of Circle Justice, an indigenous approach to justice emphasizing
healing over punishment. This theme challenges traditional legal systems and highlights the
importance of community, accountability, and restoration. The study guide examines how this motif
shapes the narrative and provides a framework for understanding alternative conflict resolution
methods.

Symbolism in Touching Spirit Bear

Symbolism enriches the narrative by adding layers of meaning and enhancing thematic expression.
This section identifies and interprets the key symbols used throughout the novel.

The Spirit Bear

The spirit bear, a rare white bear, symbolizes purity, strength, and spiritual guidance. It represents
Cole’s fears and challenges, as well as his connection to the natural world. The bear’s presence in
the story is pivotal, marking moments of confrontation and enlightenment.

The Island

The isolated island setting symbolizes seclusion and self-discovery. It functions as a physical and
metaphorical space where Cole confronts his past and undergoes transformation. The island’s harsh
conditions emphasize themes of survival and resilience.

Fire and Injury

Elements such as fire and injury serve as symbols of destruction and renewal. Cole’s burns and
wounds represent the pain associated with change, while fire often symbolizes cleansing and rebirth



within the narrative.

e Spirit Bear as a symbol of nature’s power
e [sland as a metaphor for isolation and growth

e Physical injuries representing emotional healing

Setting and Its Importance

The setting of Touching Spirit Bear plays a crucial role in reinforcing the novel’s themes and mood.
This section explores the significance of the Alaskan wilderness and the isolated island environment
in shaping the story’s events.

Alaskan Wilderness

The Alaskan wilderness is depicted as both beautiful and unforgiving. Its vastness and isolation
underscore Cole’s vulnerability and the challenges he faces. The natural environment serves not only
as a backdrop but also as a character influencing Cole’s transformation.

Isolation on the Island

Isolation is a key aspect of the setting, forcing Cole to confront himself without distractions or
external influences. This solitude is essential for his self-examination and growth, highlighting the
novel’s emphasis on introspection and personal responsibility.

Discussion Questions and Essay Topics

This section provides a selection of thought-provoking questions and essay prompts designed to
deepen understanding and encourage critical analysis of Touching Spirit Bear. These questions
focus on character development, themes, and literary devices.

1. How does Cole’s relationship with the spirit bear reflect his internal transformation?

2. In what ways does Circle Justice differ from traditional justice systems, and what message
does the novel convey about these differences?

3. Discuss the role of nature as both a physical and symbolic element in the story.

4. Analyze the significance of forgiveness in Cole’s journey. How does it affect his character
development?



5. What is the importance of the mentors Garvey and Edwin in Cole’s rehabilitation process?
6. How does the novel address the consequences of violence and anger?

7. Examine the use of symbolism in the novel. Which symbols are most effective in conveying the
author’s themes?

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is healing and redemption. The story explores how the
protagonist, Cole Matthews, embarks on a journey of self-discovery and personal growth after a
violent incident, learning to take responsibility for his actions and find inner peace.

Who is the author of ‘'Touching Spirit Bear' and what inspired
the story?

The author of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is Ben Mikaelsen. He was inspired by Native American culture
and the concept of restorative justice, which emphasizes healing rather than punishment.

What role does the Spirit Bear play in the novel?

The Spirit Bear symbolizes nature's power and the possibility of spiritual healing. It serves as a
catalyst for Cole's transformation, teaching him respect, humility, and the importance of living in
harmony with the world around him.

How does the Circle Justice system differ from traditional
justice in the novel?

The Circle Justice system focuses on healing and reconciliation rather than punishment. It involves
the offender, victim, and community working together to resolve conflicts and restore balance,
which contrasts with the traditional punitive legal system.

What are some important lessons Cole learns throughout
‘Touching Spirit Bear'?
Cole learns several important lessons, including the value of taking responsibility for his actions, the

importance of empathy and forgiveness, the power of nature in healing, and how to overcome anger
and fear to grow as a person.



Additional Resources

1. Hatchet by Gary Paulsen

This novel follows a young boy named Brian Robeson who survives a plane crash and must learn to
live alone in the Canadian wilderness. Like *Touching Spirit Bear*, it explores themes of survival,
self-reliance, and personal growth. The story emphasizes the importance of nature and inner
strength in overcoming adversity.

2. Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O’Dell

This classic tale tells the story of Karana, a young Native American girl who survives alone on an
island off the California coast. The book explores themes of solitude, resilience, and connection to
nature, much like *Touching Spirit Bear*. It also delves into the protagonist’s emotional journey and
her growth through hardship.

3. The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian by Sherman Alexie

This semi-autobiographical novel centers on Junior, a Native American teenager who leaves his
reservation to attend an all-white high school. The book addresses themes of identity, cultural
conflict, and overcoming personal challenges, which resonate with the themes of healing and self-
discovery in *Touching Spirit Bear*.

4. The Birchbark House by Louise Erdrich

Set in the mid-19th century, this novel follows Omakayas, an Ojibwe girl growing up near Lake
Superior. It offers a rich portrayal of Native American culture and the relationship between humans
and the natural world. The story’s focus on family, tradition, and survival complements the spiritual
and cultural themes in *Touching Spirit Bear*.

5. Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls

This heartwarming story is about a boy named Billy and his two hunting dogs in the Ozarks. Themes
of loyalty, friendship, and coming-of-age are central to the narrative. The emotional depth and
exploration of human-animal bonds make it a fitting companion to *Touching Spirit Bear*.

6. Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech

This novel follows Sal, a girl on a road trip with her grandparents while recounting the story of her
missing mother. It explores themes of loss, forgiveness, and understanding others’ perspectives. The
book’s emotional and spiritual journey parallels the introspection found in *Touching Spirit Bear*.

7. The Call of the Wild by Jack London

This classic novel tells the story of Buck, a domesticated dog who reverts to his wild instincts in the
Yukon Territory. Themes of survival, nature versus civilization, and transformation are prevalent
throughout. Readers of *Touching Spirit Bear* will appreciate its exploration of the raw power of the
natural world and the primal instincts within.

8. Peak by Roland Smith

This contemporary adventure novel centers on Peak Marcello, a teenager attempting to climb Mount
Everest. It addresses themes of perseverance, courage, and self-discovery. The challenges Peak
faces and his personal growth echo the transformative journey in *Touching Spirit Bear*.

9. Indian Horse by Richard Wagamese

This powerful novel tells the story of Saul Indian Horse, an Indigenous boy who overcomes trauma
and racism through hockey. It deeply explores themes of healing, identity, and reconciliation, much
like *Touching Spirit Bear*. The book offers a poignant look at Indigenous experiences and the path



to personal redemption.
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