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UNDERSTANDING
THE JOURNEY: A
COMPREHENSIVE
TOUCHING SPIRIT
BEAR STUDY
GUIDE

Ben Mikaelsen’s award-
w i n n i n g  n o v e l ,
Touching Spirit Bear,
is  more  than  just  a
story about a troubled
b o y  o n  a  r e m o t e
Alaskan island.  It  is  a
profound exploration of
a n g e r ,  t r a u m a ,
restorative justice, and
the  healing  power  of
nature.  For  students,
e d u c a t o r s ,  a n d

independent  readers
alike, a well-structured
Touching Spirit Bear
Study  Guide  can
unlock  the  novel’s
d e e p e r  t h e m e s ,
character  motivations,
and  symbolic  layers.
This  guide  provides  a
thorough breakdown of
the  book,  from  plot
s u m m a r y  a n d
character  analysis  to
discussion  questions
and  essay  prompts,
ensuring  a  rich  and
meaningful  reading
experience.

PART 1: THE
FOUNDATION –
PLOT,
CHARACTERS, AND
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SETTING

Plot
Overview
: From
Violence
to
Transfor
mation
The novel follows Cole
Matthews,  a  fifteen-
y e a r - o l d  f r o m
Minneapolis with a long
history  of  violence.
After  severely  beating
a  classmate,  Peter
Driscal,  Cole  is  given
an  unusual  ultimatum
by  a  Native  American
parole  officer  named
Garvey.  Instead  of
fac ing  t radi t ional
juvenile  detention,

C o l e  i s  s e n t  t o  a
r e m o t e  i s l a n d  i n
Southeast  Alaska  as
p a r t  o f  a  N a t i v e
American  practice
called  Circle  Justice.
T h e  g o a l  i s  n o t
p u n i s h m e n t ,  b u t
h e a l i n g  a n d
transformation.
Arrogant  and  defiant,
Cole  believes  he  can
eas i l y  endure  h i s
sentence.  However,  a
near-fatal  encounter
with  the  legendary
Spirit Bear, a rare and
mystical  black  bear,
l eaves  h im  bad l y
mauled. Alone, broken,
and forced to confront
his  mortal ity,  Cole
b e g i n s  a  p a i n f u l
j o u r n e y  o f  s e l f -
discovery. Through the
guidance  of  Garvey
a n d  a  w i s e  e l d e r
named  Edwin,  Cole
learns  to  control  his
a n g e r ,  t a k e
responsibility  for  his
actions, and ultimately
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seek  forgiveness  from
Peter.  The  story  is  a
powerful  testament  to
the  poss ib i l i t y  o f
change, even for those
who seem lost.

Key
Character
s at a
Glance

Cole Matthews:
The protagonist.
An angry,
troubled
teenager who
undergoes a
profound
transformation.
His journey from
arrogance to
humility forms
the heart of the
novel.
Peter Driscal:
The victim of
Cole’s assault.

Peter suffers
from physical
and emotional
trauma, including
a speech
impediment and
severe anxiety.
His healing is as
important as
Cole’s.
Garvey: Cole’s
Native American
parole officer.
Patient and wise,
Garvey uses
tough love and
traditional
teachings to
guide Cole. He is
a steady,
compassionate
presence.
Edwin: An Elder
of the Tlingit
people. Edwin is
a skilled carver
and mentor who
lives on the
island. He
teaches Cole
about nature,
respect, and the
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importance of
carving his own
“totem” of life.
The Spirit
Bear: A rare,
pure-white black
bear. It serves as
a powerful
symbol of nature,
spirit, and the
challenge Cole
must face. The
bear is both a
physical threat
and a spiritual
guide.

The
Setting:
The
Island as
a

Character
The  remote  Alaskan
island is not merely a
backdrop;  i t  i s  an
active  force  in  the
story.  Isolated  and
harsh, it strips Cole of
his  urban  defenses.
The  cold  ocean,  the
dense forest, the tides,
and  the  wildl ife  al l
demand  respect  and
humility.  Mikaelsen’s
vivid  descriptions  of
the  natura l  wor ld
create a setting that is
both  beautiful  and
unforgiv ing.  For  a
Touching Spirit Bear
S t u d y  G u i d e ,
understanding  the
island as a catalyst for
change is  essential.  It
represents  the  raw,
unfiltered  reality  that
Cole  must  finally  face.

PART 2: CORE
THEMES AND
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SYMBOLISM FOR
DEEP ANALYSIS

The Circle
of Justice:
Restorati
ve vs.
Retributiv
e Justice
One  of  the  novel ’s
central  themes  is  the
contrast  between  the
Western justice system
a n d  t h e  N a t i v e
American  concept  of
Circle  Justice.  Cole
initially  scoffs  at  the
idea, seeing it as a soft
option.  However,  he
learns that true justice
is  not  about  locking
someone  away,  but
about  repairing  the
ha rm  done  t o  t he

victim, the community,
and  the  offender
himself .  The  novel
challenges  readers  to
t h i n k  a b o u t
p u n i s h m e n t ,
accountability, and the
p u r p o s e  o f
rehabilitation.  Circle
J u s t i c e  r e q u i r e s
honesty, empathy, and
active  participation
f r o m  e v e r y o n e
involved.

Anger,
Trauma,
and the
Path to
Healing
C o l e ’ s  a n g e r  i s  a
defense  mechanism
r o o t e d  i n  d e e p
emotional pain from an
abusive home life. The
novel does not excuse



6

6 Touching Spirit Bear Study Guide2025-07-01

his  behavior,  but  it
explains  its  origins.
Cole’s  healing  begins
when he stops blaming
others  and  s ta r t s
looking  inward.  He
learns  to  identify  his
triggers,  to  breathe
through  his  rage,  and
to use physical activity
like splitting wood and
swimming  in  the  icy
water  as  outlets.  The
Spirit Bear attacks him,
but  i t  a l so  breaks
through  his  emotional
walls.  Healing,  the
novel  suggests,  is  a
painful  but  necessary
process  that  requires
facing  one’s  deepest
fears.

Symbols
in the
Novel

The Spirit
Bear:

Represents the
unknown, the
wild, and the
spiritual. It is a
mirror for Cole’s
soul. To “touch”
the Spirit Bear is
to connect with
the untamed,
honest part of
oneself.
The At.óow
(the Blanket): A
sacred Tlingit
blanket given to
Cole by Garvey.
It symbolizes
protection,
heritage, and the
responsibility of
being part of a
community.
Burning the
blanket later
becomes a
significant act of
growth and
letting go.
The Carving:
Edwin teaches
Cole to carve a
traditional Tlingit
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paddle. The slow,
deliberate
process of
carving mirrors
the slow process
of personal
transformation. It
requires
patience, focus,
and the removal
of the “ugly
parts” to reveal
the beauty
within.
The Pond and
the Cold
Water: The
freezing water of
the island’s pond
and ocean
represent the
shock of reality
and the need to
“cool down”
one’s anger.
Immersion forces
Cole to be
present in his
body and to
control his
breath.
The Ancestor

Rock: A large
rock that Cole
pushes up a hill
as a form of
penance. It
represents the
heavy burden of
his guilt and the
effort required to
earn forgiveness.

PART 3: CHAPTER
HIGHLIGHTS AND
DISCUSSION
QUESTIONS

A  useful  Touching
Spirit  Bear  Study
Guide  will  break  the
novel into manageable
sections for discussion
or  writing.  Below  are
k e y  s e c t i o n s  a n d
questions  for  deeper
engagement.

Part One:
The
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Arrival
and the
Attack
(Chapters

1-7)
Cole  arrives  on  the
island  with  arrogance.
He is  attacked by the
Spirit Bear and left for
dead.  This  section  is
brutal and gripping.
D i s c u s s i o n
Questions:

Why does Cole1.
refuse to take
the situation
seriously at first?
What does this
say about his
character?
Describe the2.
Spirit Bear
attack. Why is
Cole both

terrified and
fascinated by the
bear?
How does Cole’s3.
physical suffering
force him to
reconsider his
life choices?

Part Two:
The
Island of
Healing
(Chapters
8-18)
After  being  rescued,
Cole  returns  to  the
island with Garvey and
Edwin.  He  begins  the
hard  work  of  therapy,
learning  to  carve  and
control his anger. Peter
is brought to the island
for  a  final
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confrontation.
D i s c u s s i o n
Questions:

What is the1.
purpose of the
“dances” and
rituals that Edwin
teaches Cole?
How does Cole’s2.
relationship with
Garvey and
Edwin change
over time? Why
do they continue
to believe in
him?
Why is it so3.
difficult for Cole
to apologize
sincerely to
Peter? What does
a real apology
require?

Part
Three:

Confronta
tion and
the Final
Lesson
(Chapters
19-28)
Peter  initially  attacks
Cole in  rage.  The two
boys  fight,  but
eventually,  they  work
together  to  save  the
S p i r i t  B e a r  f r o m
poachers.  This  shared
experience  begins  the
t r u e  p r o c e s s  o f
reconcil iation.
D i s c u s s i o n
Questions:

Why is it1.
significant that
Peter and Cole
fight? How does
the fight change
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their dynamic?
What does the2.
act of saving the
Spirit Bear
together
symbolize?
How does the3.
novel end? Is the
ending optimistic
or realistic?
Explain.

PART 4: ESSAY
TOPICS AND
WRITING PROMPTS

Fo r  t eache r s  and
s t u d e n t s ,  t h e s e
prompts  can  serve  as
the  basis  for  essays,
journal  entr ies,  or
research  pro jects
r e l a t e d  t o  t h e
Touching Spirit Bear
Study Guide.

Analytical
Prompts

Compare and
Contrast:

Compare Cole’s
character at the
beginning and
end of the novel.
What specific
events cause the
deepest changes
in him? Use
textual evidence
to support your
analysis.
Theme
Analysis:
Analyze the
theme of
“healing through
nature.” How
does the island
environment
force Cole to
develop empathy
and self-
awareness? Cite
at least three
specific scenes.
Symbolism
Essay: Choose
one major
symbol from the
novel (the Spirit
Bear, the at.óow,
the carving, the
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ancestor rock)
and explain how
it evolves in
meaning
throughout the
story.
Justice
Systems: Write
a persuasive
essay arguing
whether or not
Circle Justice is a
more effective
approach for
juvenile
offenders than
traditional
incarceration.
Use examples
from the novel
and, if possible,
real-world
research.

Creative
and

Reflective
Prompts

Write from
Peter’s
Perspective:
Imagine you are
Peter Driscal.
Write a diary
entry after your
first day on the
island with Cole.
How do you feel?
Can you ever
trust him?
Design Your
Own Circle: If
you were to hold
a Circle Justice
for a current
social issue in
your school or
community, who
would you invite
to sit in the
circle, and what
would you hope
to accomplish?
The Totem
Pole: If Cole
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were to carve a
totem pole
representing his
life after the
novel, what
animals or
symbols would
he use? Explain
your choices.

PART 5: STUDY
TIPS FOR
ENGAGING WITH
THE NOVEL

Reading  Touching
Spir i t  Bear  i s  an
e m o t i o n a l  a n d
intellectual experience.
To get the most out of
it, consider these study
strategies:

Keep a
Character
Journal: Track
Cole’s emotional
state chapter by
chapter. Note his
lies, his
outbursts, and
his moments of
honesty. This will

help you see his
gradual
transformation.
Map the Island:
Draw a simple
map of the island
based on the
text. Label key
locations: the
pond, the cabin,
the cove, the
beach where the
bear appears.
Visualizing the
setting deepens
comprehension.
Research
Tlingit Culture:
The novel is
heavily
influenced by
Tlingit traditions.
Look up the role
of elders, the
significance of
totem poles, and
the concept of
the at.óow.
Understanding
the cultural
context enriches
the story.
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Discuss the
Anger: The
novel is a
powerful tool for
discussing
emotions.
Consider writing
about a time you
felt
overwhelming
anger and how
you dealt with it.
Connecting
personally to the
theme makes the
reading more
impactful.
Watch for the
Weather:
Mikaelsen uses
weather to
reflect mood.
Note how storms,
fog, and clear
skies parallel
Cole’s internal
state. This is a
classic literary
device worth
analyzing.

CONCLUSION: THE
LASTING IMPACT
OF TOUCHING
SPIRIT BEAR

Ben  Mikaelsen’s  novel
is not a simple story of
a  b a d  k i d  b e i n g
punished.  It  is  a  raw,
honest,  and  hopeful
look at the capacity for
human  change .  A
thoughtful  Touching
Spirit  Bear  Study
Guide reveals that the
book forces us to  ask
difficult  questions:  Can
a person truly change?
What does justice look
like  when  it  seeks  to
h e a l  r a t h e r  t h a n
punish? And what role
does the natural world
play  in  restoring  the
human spirit?
W h e t h e r  y o u  a r e
reading  for  a  class,  a
book club, or personal
e n r i c h m e n t ,  t h e
j o u r n e y  o f  C o l e
Matthews  offers  a
powerful  lesson:  that
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even  in  our  darkest
m o m e n t s ,  t h e
p o s s i b i l i t y  o f
redemption  exists.  It
requires humility, hard
work, and the courage
to face the Spirit Bear
within ourselves.

By  using  this  study
guide  to  explore  the
novel’s intricate layers,
you will walk away with
not  on ly  a  deeper
understanding  of  the
text but also a greater
appreciation for


