touching spirit bear ben mikaelsen

touching spirit bear ben mikaelsen is a phrase that brings to mind the
powerful novel written by Ben Mikaelsen, which explores themes of redemption,
healing, and the connection between humans and nature. This article delves
into the key elements of the book "Touching Spirit Bear," examining its plot,
characters, themes, and the author’s background. Readers will gain a
comprehensive understanding of how Mikaelsen crafts a compelling story that
addresses juvenile justice, personal growth, and the significance of
indigenous culture. Additionally, this article will highlight the literary
devices and symbolism that enrich the narrative, making it a valuable text
for educational settings. The exploration also includes the impact and
reception of the novel since its publication. Below is the detailed table of
contents outlining the main sections covered in this article.
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Overview of Touching Spirit Bear

“Touching Spirit Bear" is a young adult novel that follows the story of Cole
Matthews, a troubled teenager who is sent to a remote Alaskan island as part
of a Native American justice circle called Circle Justice. The novel focuses
on Cole’s emotional and physical journey as he confronts his anger and past
trauma. The story combines elements of survival, self-reflection, and
cultural traditions, offering an intense narrative about personal
transformation. It is set in the rugged wilderness, where Cole encounters a
spirit bear, a rare and mystical creature that plays a crucial role in his
healing process. The novel’s pacing and vivid descriptions draw readers into
a profound exploration of forgiveness and resilience.

Plot Summary

The plot centers on Cole Matthews, who has violently assaulted a classmate.
Instead of traditional juvenile detention, he chooses Circle Justice, a



restorative approach emphasizing accountability and healing. Sent to a
deserted island, Cole initially struggles with isolation and denial, but a
violent encounter with the spirit bear forces him to reconsider his actions
and attitudes. Throughout the story, Cole faces trials that challenge his
beliefs and lead to gradual changes in his character. His journey is not
linear but marked by setbacks and breakthroughs that illustrate the
complexity of healing and redemption.

Setting and Context

The novel’s setting in the Alaskan wilderness provides a backdrop that
reflects the internal struggles of the protagonist. The isolation of the
island symbolizes Cole’'s separation from society and forces him to confront
himself without distractions. The natural environment is portrayed with rich
detail, emphasizing the harshness and beauty of the wild. This setting also
ties into the indigenous cultural practices that are integral to the story's
themes, such as the Circle Justice system and the spiritual significance of
the spirit bear.

Ben Mikaelsen: The Author

Ben Mikaelsen is an acclaimed author known for his works that often focus on
nature, survival, and young adult experiences. His background and personal
experiences deeply influence the themes and narratives found in "Touching
Spirit Bear." Mikaelsen’s writing style combines emotional depth with strong
environmental awareness, making his books both educational and engaging.
Understanding Mikaelsen’s life and career sheds light on the authenticity and
passion behind the story.

Biography and Influences

Ben Mikaelsen was born in 1952 and grew up with a profound love for nature
and storytelling. He has traveled extensively and worked in various
capacities including as a teacher and a counselor, experiences that have
enriched his understanding of youth challenges and resilience. Mikaelsen’s
own encounters with nature and his respect for indigenous cultures have
significantly shaped his literary voice. His commitment to environmental
issues and social justice is evident throughout his body of work.

Writing Style and Approach

Mikaelsen employs a straightforward yet evocative prose style that resonates
with young readers and adults alike. His narratives are often centered on
characters overcoming adversity through self-discovery and connection to the
natural world. In "Touching Spirit Bear," his approach combines realism with
elements of spirituality and cultural tradition, creating a nuanced and



immersive reading experience. Mikaelsen’s ability to balance action with
introspection is a hallmark of his work.

Main Characters and Their Development

The characters in "Touching Spirit Bear" are complex and undergo significant
development, particularly the protagonist Cole Matthews. The interplay
between characters highlights the novel’s themes of accountability,
forgiveness, and growth. Each character contributes uniquely to the unfolding
story and Cole’s transformation.

Cole Matthews

Cole is initially portrayed as angry, defiant, and troubled, with a history
of violence and poor decision-making. His journey on the island is the core
of the story, where he confronts his inner demons and learns to take
responsibility for his actions. Throughout the novel, Cole evolves from a
hostile youth into a more self-aware and compassionate individual,
illustrating the potential for change and redemption.

Peter Driscal

Peter is the victim of Cole’s assault and represents the impact of violence
on others. His character plays a crucial role in the narrative as the
recipient of Cole’s eventual apology and efforts toward reconciliation.
Peter’s forgiveness and his own struggles with trauma are important for
understanding the restorative justice approach central to the story.

Judge Miller and Garvey

Judge Miller oversees the Circle Justice process, representing the legal and
cultural framework for rehabilitation. Garvey, Cole’s parole officer and
mentor, supports Cole’s journey and provides guidance. Both characters help
facilitate Cole’s growth and maintain the integrity of the restorative
justice system throughout the novel.

Key Themes in Touching Spirit Bear

The novel explores several profound themes that resonate with readers and
provide valuable lessons on human behavior, culture, and healing. Touching
Spirit Bear emphasizes the importance of empathy, responsibility, and the
transformative power of nature and indigenous wisdom.



Redemption and Forgiveness

One of the central themes is redemption through self-awareness and making
amends. Cole’s path shows that forgiveness is a process that requires genuine
effort and change. The novel illustrates how taking responsibility for one’s
actions can lead to healing for both the offender and the victim.

Restorative Justice

Unlike traditional punitive justice systems, restorative justice focuses on
repairing harm and rehabilitating offenders. The Circle Justice system
portrayed in the novel is based on indigenous practices that prioritize
community involvement, accountability, and healing rather than punishment.
This theme challenges conventional ideas about justice and highlights
alternative approaches that foster reconciliation.

Connection to Nature

Nature is depicted not only as a physical setting but also as a spiritual and
healing force. The spirit bear symbolizes strength, resilience, and the
interconnectedness of all living things. Cole’s time in the wilderness
teaches him humility and respect for the environment, which parallels his
internal growth.

Isolation and Self-Discovery

The enforced isolation on the island compels Cole to reflect on his behavior
and motivations. This solitude is crucial for his self-discovery and eventual
transformation. The novel demonstrates how stepping away from societal
distractions can lead to deeper understanding and personal growth.

Symbolism and Literary Devices

Ben Mikaelsen uses various literary techniques and symbols to deepen the
narrative’s impact and convey complex ideas effectively. Symbolism plays a
pivotal role in illustrating the protagonist’s emotional journey and the
novel’s themes.

The Spirit Bear

The spirit bear is the most significant symbol in the novel. This rare white
bear represents purity, strength, and spiritual guidance. Cole’s encounter
with the spirit bear is a turning point in the story, symbolizing his
confrontation with nature and himself. The bear’s presence serves as a



catalyst for change and a reminder of the delicate balance between humans and
the environment.

Circle Justice

The circle itself is a symbol of wholeness, equality, and community. It
reflects the novel’s emphasis on healing and restoration rather than
punishment. The process of Circle Justice embodies the values of respect,
communication, and shared responsibility.

Literary Devices

e Foreshadowing: Early events hint at Cole’s transformation and the
challenges ahead.

e Imagery: Vivid descriptions of the Alaskan wilderness immerse readers in
the setting.

e Metaphor: The spirit bear and the island serve as metaphors for Cole’s
internal struggle.

e Flashbacks: Provide context for Cole’s behavior and deepen character
understanding.

Impact and Reception of the Novel

Since its publication, "Touching Spirit Bear" has been widely recognized for
its powerful storytelling and meaningful message. It is frequently included
in school curricula and reading programs aimed at promoting empathy,
responsibility, and cultural awareness. The novel’s impact extends beyond
literature, influencing discussions about juvenile justice and restorative
practices.

Critical Acclaim

Critics have praised Mikaelsen’s ability to address difficult topics with
sensitivity and authenticity. The novel’s blend of adventure, spirituality,
and social commentary appeals to a broad audience. It has received awards and
commendations for its contribution to young adult literature and its
educational value.



Educational Use

Teachers and educators use "Touching Spirit Bear" to explore themes such as
conflict resolution, environmental ethics, and cultural diversity. The book
encourages students to think critically about justice and personal
responsibility. Its engaging narrative and relatable characters make it an
effective tool for fostering discussion and reflection.

Influence on Restorative Justice Awareness

The novel has helped raise awareness about restorative justice as an
alternative to traditional punitive systems. By depicting a successful
example of Circle Justice, Mikaelsen’s work promotes understanding of
indigenous legal practices and their relevance in contemporary society. This
influence contributes to broader conversations about reforming juvenile
justice policies.

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' by
Ben Mikaelsen?

The main theme of 'Touching Spirit Bear' is healing and redemption through
nature and personal growth.

Who is the protagonist in 'Touching Spirit Bear' by
Ben Mikaelsen?

The protagonist in 'Touching Spirit Bear' is Cole Matthews, a troubled
teenager.

What role does the Spirit Bear play in Ben
Mikaelsen's 'Touching Spirit Bear'?

The Spirit Bear symbolizes strength, healing, and the power of nature in
Cole's journey towards self-discovery.

What is the Circle Justice system featured in



'Touching Spirit Bear'?

Circle Justice is a Native American form of restorative justice that focuses
on healing rather than punishment, which is central to the story.

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

Cole transforms from an angry, violent boy to a more empathetic and self-
aware individual through his experiences on the island.

What inspired Ben Mikaelsen to write 'Touching
Spirit Bear'?

Ben Mikaelsen was inspired by his experiences working with troubled youth and
his interest in Native American culture and restorative justice.

Is 'Touching Spirit Bear' suitable for middle school
students?

Yes, 'Touching Spirit Bear' is often recommended for middle school students
due to its themes of personal growth and healing, though some scenes may
require guided discussion.

Additional Resources

1. Touching Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen

This is the original novel that tells the story of Cole Matthews, a troubled
teen who is sent to a remote Alaskan island as part of a Native American
healing circle. Through his encounters with a mystical spirit bear and the
harsh wilderness, Cole embarks on a journey of self-discovery, healing, and
redemption. The novel explores themes of anger, forgiveness, and the power of
nature.

2. Ghost of Spirit Bear by Ben Mikaelsen

A sequel to Touching Spirit Bear, this novel continues the story of Cole
Matthews as he struggles to change his life and make amends for his past
mistakes. The story delves deeper into Cole’s emotional growth and the
challenges he faces both in the wild and within himself. It highlights themes
of courage, responsibility, and the ongoing process of healing.

3. Rain of Gold by Victor Villasefior

While not directly related to Spirit Bear, this memoir shares themes of
resilience and overcoming adversity, much like Touching Spirit Bear. It tells
the story of a Mexican family’s journey to the United States and their
struggle to achieve a better life. The narrative emphasizes the importance of
family, strength, and cultural heritage.



4. Hoot by Carl Hiaasen

This environmental novel features young protagonists who work to protect a
group of endangered owls from destruction. Like Touching Spirit Bear, it
addresses themes of nature conservation, courage, and standing up for what is
right. The book combines humor and suspense with a strong ecological message.

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

This semi-autobiographical novel follows Junior, a Native American teenager,
as he navigates life on and off the reservation. Similar to Touching Spirit
Bear, the book deals with themes of identity, hardship, and personal growth.
It offers a candid and often humorous look at struggles faced by Native
American youth.

6. Island of the Blue Dolphins by Scott 0'’Dell

This classic novel tells the story of Karana, a young girl who survives alone
on an island off the California coast. The story’s themes of survival,
connection to nature, and self-reliance resonate with those in Touching
Spirit Bear. It is a powerful tale of courage and the human spirit.

7. My Side of the Mountain by Jean Craighead George

This novel follows a boy named Sam who leaves the city to live in the
wilderness of the Catskill Mountains. Like Touching Spirit Bear, it explores
themes of solitude, survival, and learning from nature. The book inspires
readers to appreciate the natural world and discover inner strength.

8. Where the Red Fern Grows by Wilson Rawls

This story revolves around a boy and his two hunting dogs in the 0Ozarks,
exploring themes of friendship, loyalty, and coming of age. While different
in setting, it shares with Touching Spirit Bear the emotional depth and focus
on personal growth through life’s challenges. It is a heartfelt tale about
love and loss.

9. Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech

This novel tells the story of a young girl’s journey across the country to
find her mother, blending themes of family, loss, and self-discovery. Like
Touching Spirit Bear, it addresses emotional healing and the complexities of
human relationships. The narrative is both touching and insightful, offering
a profound look at grief and acceptance.
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