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Students should engage in ACTIVE READING of the summer reading selections with the expectation that 
they will write about, analyze and discuss the particular text(s) for their class in the fall. General tips for 
annotating a text are listed at the bottom of the summer reading list. More extensive guidelines, as well as 
sample annotations are provided below..   
 

 
Touching Spirit Bear  Ben Mickaelsen ISBN: 978-0380805600 
After severely injuring Peter Driscal in an empty parking lot, mischief-maker Cole Matthews is in major trouble. But 
instead of jail time, Cole is given another option: attend Circle Justice, an alternative program that sends juvenile 
offenders to a remote Alaskan Island to focus on changing their ways. Desperate to avoid prison, Cole fakes humility 
and agrees to go. 

 
Students will take a test that will have two parts. Students will be able to use their novels for the test 
and they will be expected to do the following:   

●  Explain the significance of several important passages that will be provided for them 
● Write 2 short essay responses (Well organized paragraphs of 8-12 sentences PLUS 1-2 

specific, relevant quotations from the novel) to questions about the big ideas and themes in 
the novel.  

Discussion Questions for Touching Spirit Bear 
1. Describe Cole’s character--what kind of person is?  
2. How does Cole feel about banishment as a punishment?  
3. How does Cole view adults and authority? Cite examples from the book.  
4. Garvey, the youth probation officer, introduces Cole to the concept of Circle Justice. Briefly describe 

what Circle Justice is.  
5. Spirit Bear is introduced in Chapter Two. Describe this bear.  
6. Is there any significance in the fact that Spirit Bear is a pure white black bear? 
7. What does Cole do to his shelter at the end of chapter two? Why do you think he did this?  
8. Why is it important for Peter to forgive Cole?  
9. Describe Cole’s first encounter with what appears to be Spirit Bear.  
10. What does Cole accuse his father of in the Circle? How does his father respond?  
11. As Cole lays bleeding, he thinks to himself “What luck… [t]o end up on an island with a stupid bear that 

didn’t have brains enough to run away.” Has Cole realized his responsibility for what has happened?  
12. Why do you think Cole calls out to see if the baby sparrows are okay?  
13. Cole begins to think about the circle of life. What is this circle, according to Cole, and how does he feel 

about his role in it?  
14. Edwin says that Cole will be okay if he ever finds a reason to live. Do you think Cole has found his 

reason to live? 
 

mailto:gayej@houstonacademy.com
mailto:davidb@houstonacademy.com
mailto:jordana@houstonacademy.com


 
TIPS FOR ANNOTATING  

1. Make connections to the novel by commenting on ideas or passages that relate to other 
things you have read, events in your world or your own experiences. 

2. Highlight, underline and make comments about:  
a. the author’s style including word choice, humor or graphic elements 
b. literary elements such as symbols, imagery, metaphors, etc. 
c. important passages related to characters, major plot details or big ideas (themes)  

3. Circle/highlight words that are unfamiliar or make a list of them in the back of the book  
4. Use post-it flags, or sticky notes to make comments on and then put them in your book as 

you read. 
 

Sample Annotations for Lord of the Flies taken from Ms. Gaye’s copy of the novel  

(She also provides the explanations for each of the images) 

 

 

 

 

 

 
In the front of the book, I usually create a list that includes 

“big ideas” or themes (you can see leadership, freedom, 

authority/power), symbols and characters (Ralph, Jack & 

Piggy). I then jot down the page numbers of passages that 

correspond to these topics as I read the novel.  

 

 
These images show how I 

mark up the pages of the 

novel. I underline important 

passages and put a note in 

the margins that explains 

what I’ve underlined. I also 

put a box around important 

vocabulary words for my 

students. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


