touching spirit bear study guide

touching spirit bear study guide offers an in-depth exploration of Ben Mikaelsen’s
acclaimed novel, providing readers with essential insights into its themes, characters, and
narrative structure. This study guide serves as a valuable resource for students,
educators, and literary enthusiasts seeking to understand the complex journey of healing
and redemption portrayed in the story. The guide covers key elements such as plot
summary, character analysis, thematic discussion, and symbolism, ensuring a
comprehensive grasp of the novel’s core messages. Additionally, it addresses the cultural
and environmental contexts that enrich the narrative, enhancing readers’ appreciation of
the book’s depth. By examining pivotal scenes and literary devices, the study guide helps
readers engage critically with the text and develop meaningful interpretations. The
following sections outline the main aspects of this touching spirit bear study guide,
facilitating a structured and thorough study experience.

Plot Summary and Structure

Main Characters and Development

Themes and Motifs

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Historical and Cultural Context

Discussion Questions and Activities

Plot Summary and Structure

The plot of Touching Spirit Bear centers on Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager who
undergoes a transformative journey after committing a violent crime. The narrative
unfolds on a remote Alaskan island, where Cole is sent as part of a Native American
restorative justice program called Circle Justice. The novel’s structure follows Cole’s initial
anger and resistance, his near-fatal encounter with the spirit bear, and his gradual path
toward healing and self-awareness. The storyline is linear, allowing readers to witness
Cole’s psychological and emotional changes in real-time. Key plot points include Cole’s
arrival on the island, his confrontation with the spirit bear, and his eventual reconciliation
with himself and others. The structure effectively supports themes of redemption and
personal growth, making it a compelling and accessible read.

Key Plot Events



Understanding the pivotal moments in the story is crucial for a thorough analysis. These
events highlight the turning points in Cole’s journey and the novel’s overarching message.

e Cole’s sentencing to Circle Justice and his banishment to the island.

e The initial attack by the spirit bear, which leaves Cole severely injured.
e Cole’s struggle for survival and reflection during his time alone.

e His interactions with Garvey and Edwin, who guide and support him.

e Cole’s return to the island after a relapse and his ultimate acceptance of
responsibility.

Main Characters and Development

The characters in Touching Spirit Bear are integral to the story’s impact, each
representing different facets of the novel’s themes. The protagonist, Cole Matthews, is
portrayed as a complex individual whose transformation drives the narrative. Supporting
characters, such as Garvey, Edwin, and Peter Driscal, provide contrasting perspectives
and contribute to Cole’s development. Analyzing these characters’ motivations,
relationships, and growth offers valuable insights into the novel’s moral and emotional
dimensions.

Cole Matthews

Cole begins as a defiant and angry teenager with a history of violence and defiance toward
authority. His time on the island forces him to confront his inner demons and the
consequences of his actions. Through physical and emotional trials, Cole evolves from a
vengeful youth to a more empathetic and self-aware individual. His character arc
embodies themes of forgiveness, accountability, and resilience.

Garvey and Edwin

Garvey serves as Cole’s probation officer and mentor, representing the principles of
restorative justice. Edwin, a Tlingit elder, provides cultural wisdom and spiritual guidance.
Both characters act as catalysts for Cole’s change, offering support without condoning his
behavior. Their roles emphasize the importance of community, tradition, and patience in
the healing process.



Peter Driscal

Peter is the victim of Cole’s violent act and represents the impact of Cole’s actions on
others. His strained relationship with Cole introduces themes of anger, revenge, and
eventual forgiveness. Peter’s journey mirrors Cole’s in some respects, highlighting the
complexity of healing for both victim and perpetrator.

Themes and Motifs

The touching spirit bear study guide explores several central themes that define the
novel’s message and emotional resonance. These themes include healing and redemption,
the consequences of violence, the power of nature, and the significance of forgiveness.
Through these motifs, the novel delves into the struggles of personal transformation and
the interconnectedness of human beings with the natural world.

Healing and Redemption

The story emphasizes that true healing requires facing one’s mistakes and embracing
change. Cole’s physical and emotional recovery symbolizes the possibility of redemption,
even for those who have caused harm. This theme is reinforced by the restorative justice
framework, which seeks to repair rather than punish.

Violence and Its Consequences

Violence is portrayed as a destructive force that affects individuals and communities.
Cole’s violent act and its aftermath illustrate how anger and pain can perpetuate cycles of
harm. The novel advocates for understanding and addressing underlying issues rather
than resorting to retribution.

Nature as a Healing Force

The natural environment, particularly the spirit bear, plays a crucial role in Cole’s
transformation. The wilderness serves as both a physical challenge and a spiritual teacher,
encouraging respect, humility, and introspection. Nature’s power and mystery underscore
the novel’s ecological and cultural messages.

Forgiveness and Reconciliation



Forgiveness is presented as a difficult but necessary step toward healing. Both Cole and
Peter grapple with forgiving themselves and each other, highlighting the complexity of
reconciliation. This theme aligns with the restorative justice principles embedded in the
narrative.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

The novel employs various symbols and literary techniques to deepen its thematic
exploration and emotional impact. Recognizing these elements enhances readers’
appreciation of the author’s craft and the story’s layered meanings. Symbolism, imagery,
and point of view are among the literary devices prominently featured in the text.

The Spirit Bear

The spirit bear symbolizes strength, purity, and spiritual awakening. It represents both a
challenge and a guide for Cole, embodying the natural world’s power to teach and
transform. The bear’s presence is central to the novel’s mystical and cultural dimensions.

Imagery and Setting

Vivid descriptions of the Alaskan wilderness create an immersive atmosphere that reflects
Cole’s internal state. The harsh, isolated environment mirrors his struggles and eventual
growth. Imagery involving weather, animals, and the landscape reinforces the themes of
survival and renewal.

Narrative Perspective

The third-person limited point of view focuses primarily on Cole’s experiences, allowing
readers to engage closely with his thoughts and feelings. This perspective fosters empathy
and insight into his complex character development.

Historical and Cultural Context

Understanding the historical and cultural background enriches the interpretation of
Touching Spirit Bear. The novel draws on Native American traditions, particularly the
practice of Circle Justice, which emphasizes healing over punishment. This context
highlights alternative approaches to justice and conflict resolution rooted in indigenous
values.



Circle Justice

Circle Justice is a central concept in the novel, representing a restorative justice system
used by some Native American communities. It focuses on repairing harm, accountability,
and community involvement rather than incarceration. This approach shapes Cole’s
sentencing and his opportunities for growth.

Indigenous Beliefs and Practices

The story incorporates elements of Tlingit culture, including respect for nature, spiritual
beliefs, and communal responsibility. These cultural aspects provide a framework for the
novel’s themes and character motivations, emphasizing the importance of tradition and
connection to the land.

Environmental Awareness

The setting and symbolism promote an ecological consciousness that aligns with
indigenous perspectives on stewardship and harmony with nature. This awareness adds
another layer to the novel’s message about healing and respect.

Discussion Questions and Activities

This section of the touching spirit bear study guide offers a series of questions and
activities designed to facilitate critical thinking and classroom engagement. These
prompts encourage readers to analyze the novel’s themes, characters, and moral
questions in depth, fostering a richer understanding of the text.

Discussion Questions

How does Cole’s experience on the island change his perspective on life and
relationships?

What role does the spirit bear play in Cole’s transformation?

In what ways does Circle Justice differ from traditional legal systems, and what are
its advantages?

How do the themes of forgiveness and redemption manifest in the characters’
interactions?



e What is the significance of nature in the novel, and how does it influence the
characters?

Suggested Activities

e Create a character diary from Cole’s point of view, chronicling his emotional journey.

e Research Native American restorative justice practices and compare them with the
novel’s depiction.

e Analyze the symbolism of the spirit bear through a creative art project or essay.

e Conduct a class debate on the effectiveness of restorative justice versus punitive
justice.

e Write an alternative ending that explores different outcomes for Cole and Peter.

Frequently Asked Questions

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

The main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is healing and redemption, focusing on personal
growth through facing one's mistakes and embracing forgiveness.

Who is the protagonist in 'Touching Spirit Bear' and
what challenges does he face?

The protagonist is Cole Matthews, a troubled teenager who faces challenges of anger,
trauma, and self-discovery while undergoing a Native American rehabilitation program on
a remote Alaskan island.

What role does the Spirit Bear play in the story?

The Spirit Bear symbolizes strength, healing, and the power of nature. It serves as a
catalyst for Cole's transformation and spiritual growth throughout the novel.

How does the Circle Justice process differ from
traditional punishment in the book?

Circle Justice focuses on healing, accountability, and restoring balance rather than
punishment. It involves community, victim, and offender working together to find



resolution and promote personal change.

What are some important symbols used in 'Touching
Spirit Bear'?

Important symbols include the Spirit Bear, representing healing; the island, symbolizing
isolation and self-reflection; and the totem poles, which represent cultural heritage and
spiritual guidance.

How does Cole's character evolve throughout the novel?

Cole evolves from a violent, angry boy to a more compassionate and self-aware individual
who learns to take responsibility for his actions and find peace within himself.

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

Readers can learn about the importance of forgiveness, the power of nature in healing,
personal accountability, and the possibility of redemption through self-reflection and
change.

Additional Resources

1. Hatchet by Gary Paulsen

This novel follows the story of Brian Robeson, a thirteen-year-old boy 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 book
highlights the importance of resilience and the relationship between humans and nature.

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

This coming-of-age story centers on Arnold Spirit, a Native American teenager who leaves
his reservation to attend an all-white high school. It shares themes with *Touching Spirit
Bear* such as identity, cultural conflict, and overcoming adversity. The novel combines
humor and heartbreak to explore the struggles of growing up.

3. Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott O'Dell

This classic novel tells the tale of Karana, a young Native American girl stranded alone on
an island off the California coast. It parallels *Touching Spirit Bear* in its focus on
solitude, survival, and connection to nature. The story emphasizes courage and self-
discovery in the face of isolation.

4. Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls

This story follows a boy named Billy and his deep bond with his two hunting dogs. Themes
of friendship, perseverance, and coming-of-age are central to the novel, similar to
*Touching Spirit Bear*. It also explores the emotional challenges of loss and growth.

5. Peace Like a River by Leif Enger
This novel features a young boy named Reuben and his family as they navigate hardship



and miracles in the American Midwest. It shares with *Touching Spirit Bear* a focus on
family, faith, and the journey toward healing. The book combines realism with elements of
magical realism, exploring hope and redemption.

6. The Birchbark House by Louise Erdrich

Set in the 19th-century Ojibwe community, this novel tells the story of Omakayas, a young
Native American girl learning about her culture and environment. It relates to *Touching
Spirit Bear* through its exploration of indigenous life, respect for nature, and personal
growth. The book provides insight into Native American traditions and resilience.

7. My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George

This story follows Sam Gribley, a boy who runs away to live in the Catskill Mountains on
his own. Like *Touching Spirit Bear*, it explores themes of independence, survival skills,
and harmony with the natural world. The novel celebrates adventure and the human
spirit’s connection to wilderness.

8. Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech

This novel explores the journey of Salamanca Tree Hiddle as she travels across the
country to find her mother. Themes of healing, loss, and understanding others are key,
paralleling Cole’s emotional journey in *Touching Spirit Bear*. The story also highlights
the power of storytelling and cultural identity.

9. The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven by Sherman Alexie

This collection of interconnected short stories delves into contemporary Native American
life and identity. It shares with *Touching Spirit Bear* themes of cultural struggle,
personal redemption, and resilience. The book offers a raw and honest look at the
challenges faced by Native communities today.
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