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INTRODUCTION: A STORY OF
GROWTH, ACCEPTANCE, AND
UNSPOKEN RULES

Cynthia  Lord's  acclaimed  middle-grade
novel, Rules, is far more than a simple
story about a girl and her brother. It is a
deeply  moving  exploration  of  family
dynamics, friendship, disability, and the
often-unspoken  codes  that  govern  our
interactions.  Published  in  2006  and
earning  a  Newbery  Honor,  the  book

resonates  with  readers  of  all  ages
because  of  its  authentic  and  nuanced
portrayal  of  its  central  figures.  A  deep
dive into the Rules By Cynthia Lord
Characters  reveals  a  masterfully
crafted ensemble,  each playing a vital
role in the protagonist's journey toward
understanding and empathy. This article
will  explore  the  key  characters,  their
motivations, and how their interactions
drive the heart of this beloved story.
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Catherine: The
Architect of

Order
Catherine  is  the  twelve-year-old
protagonist and the lens through which
the  reader  experiences  the  world  of
Rules. She is a complex, relatable, and
deeply  conflicted  character.  On  the
surface, Catherine is a typical pre-teen,
yearning for friendship, acceptance, and
a sense of normalcy. However, her life is
far  from typical.  As the older sister  of
David,  a  younger  brother  with  autism,
Ca the r i ne  ca r r i e s  a  we igh t  o f
responsibility and a unique perspective
that shapes her entire worldview.

Her  defining  characteristic  is  her  need
for order and control, manifested in the
list  of  "rules"  she  creates  for  David.
These rules, such as "A boy can take off
his  sh i r t  to  swim,  but  not  at  h is
restaurant  table"  and "Say excuse me
when  you  burp,"  are  her  attempts  to
teach David the social graces that come
naturally to most people. For Catherine,
these rules are a lifeline. They are her
way  of  managing  her  embarrassment,
shielding  her  brother  from  stares  and
ridicule,  and  carving  out  a  space  of
predictability in a world that often feels
chaotic.  This need for rules is a direct
response to the unpredictable nature of
autism, and it highlights her deep-seated
anxiety about what others think.
Throughout  the  novel,  Catherine
undergoes  significant  character
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development.  She  grapples  with
conflicting  emotions:  her  deep  love  for
David  and her  frustration,  resentment,
and even shame over his behavior. Her
journey is one of learning to let go of
rigid control and embrace imperfection.
She  begins  to  understand  that  true
acceptance,  both  of  herself  and  of
others,  doesn't  come from following  a
set of prescribed rules, but from opening
her heart to the messy, wonderful reality
of  human  connection.  Her  internal
conflict  is  the  engine  of  the  story.

David: The World

Through a
Different Lens
David,  Catherine's  eight-year-old
brother,  is  a character  who challenges
the  reader ' s  unders tand ing  o f
neurodiversity.  Lord  is  careful  not  to
define  David  solely  by  his  diagnosis  of
autism. Instead, she portrays him as a
vibrant, intelligent, and loving boy who
e x p e r i e n c e s  t h e  w o r l d  i n  a
fundamentally  different  way.  He  is
obsessed  with  specific  topics,  like  the
animals  in  his  Arthur  books  and  the
sounds of his cassette tapes. He has a
precise,  l iteral  understanding  of
language, which leads to both charming
and frustrating moments.
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David's  character  serves  a  crucial
purpose  in  the  narrative.  He  is  the
catalyst for Catherine's growth and the
central  source  of  her  conflict.  However,
he is not merely a plot device. His own
personality shines through his routines,
his  echolalia  (repeating  words  and
phrases), and his unexpected moments
of  clarity.  For  instance,  his  ability  to
perfectly  mimic  the sounds of  an "old
lady  gasping"  or  a  "koala"  reveals  a
sharp, playful  intelligence that is  often
overlooked by those who only  see his
disability.
The rules Catherine writes for him are
born  from  her  observations  of  his
struggles.  David's  difficulty  with  social
cues, his sensitivity to sensory input, and
his  need for  routine are depicted with
authenticity and respect.  His  character

allows the reader to step into Catherine's
shoes,  experiencing both  the  profound
love  and  the  profound frustration  that
comes with being a sibling of a child with
special needs. David is not a problem to
be solved; he is a person to be loved and
understood on his own terms.

Jason: The Silent
Communicator
Who Speaks
Volumes
Perhaps  the  most  transformative
character  for  Catherine—and  for  the
reader—is  Jason.  Jason is  a  non-verbal
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boy  in  a  wheelchair  whom  Catherine
meets at the occupational therapy clinic
where  David  has  his  appointments.
Initially,  Catherine  is  intimidated  and
uncomfor tab le  around  h im.  He
represents  a  level  of  disability  that  is
even more visible and challenging than
her brother's.  However,  as she spends
time  with  him,  she  discovers  a  deep,
intelligent, and witty personality hidden
behind his physical limitations.
Jason  communicates  using  a  book  of
word cards that he points to with a stick
attached  to  his  head.  This  slow  and
laborious  method  of  communication
initially frustrates Catherine, who is used
to the fast pace of typical conversation.
But as she gets to know him, she begins
to see the person beyond the disability.
Their  friendship  blossoms  through

drawing and a shared, irreverent sense
of  humor.  Jason is  the one who helps
Catherine see the limitations of her own
rules. He challenges her to think about
what is truly "normal" and what it means
to be a friend.
Jason's character also represents a form
of freedom for Catherine. With him, she
doesn't  have  to  pretend.  She  doesn't
have to worry about the judgment of her
peers.  Their  relationship  is  built  on
mutual  respect  and  genuine  affection.
He  becomes  her  confidant,  the  one
person who understands her frustrations
with David and her struggles with fitting
in.  Lord  masterfully  uses  Jason  to
subvert  expectations.  He  is  not  a
character to be pitied; he is a character
to  be  admired  for  his  resilience,  his
intelligence, and his ability to connect on
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a deep,  emotional  level.  His  story  arc
culminates in a powerful act of agency
that  redefines  his  relationship  with
Catherine  and  the  world.

Kristi and Ryan:
The Lure of
Normalcy
Kristi is the new girl who moves in next
door,  and  she  represents  everything
Catherine feels she is missing. Kristi  is
popular, seemingly carefree, and lives a
life  that  appears  to  be  free  of  the
complications  that  define  Catherine's.
Catherine desperately wants Kristi to be
her friend, believing that this friendship

will  validate  her  as  "normal."  Kristi's
character  serves  as  a  foil  to  both
Catherine and Jason. She embodies the
surface-level,  socially  acceptable  world
that Catherine yearns for.
Ryan is Kristi's younger brother, and he
immediately  becomes  a  friend  and
mirror for David. Through Ryan, we see
how other children react to David. Ryan
is initially curious and accepting, but his
patience  wears  thin.  His  presence
creates tension and forces Catherine to
choose  between  her  desire  for  a
conventional  friendship and her loyalty
to her brother. Kristi and Ryan are not
portrayed as villainous; they are simply
typical children who are unaware of the
complexities of disability and family life.
Their role in the story is to highlight the
central conflict of the novel: the struggle
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between the desire for social acceptance
and the duty of love.

The Parents: The
Silent Support
System
Catherine's parents, Mom and Dad, are
often  in  the  background,  but  their
presence is deeply felt. They are loving,
exhausted,  and  doing  their  best  to
balance  the  needs  of  both  of  their
children. Their dynamic with Catherine is
realistic and poignant. They often rely on
Catherine to help with David, sometimes
taking her for granted. This is a common
reality  for  siblings  of  children  with

special needs, and Lord handles it with
sensitivity.
Her father is  often portrayed as being
more easygoing, while her mother is the
primary caregiver  and the one who is
most often implementing strategies and
therapies for David. The parents' stress
is palpable, as seen in their arguments
about David's behavior and their worry
about his future. However, they are also
a source of unwavering love and support
for  both  children.  Their  presence
grounds  the  story  and  reminds  the
reader that Catherine's struggle is part
of a larger family system. Their love for
David  is  never  in  question,  but  their
ability  to  see  Catherine's  individual
needs  is  a  point  of  contention  that  is
resolved as the story progresses.
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Mrs. Young: A
Different
Perspective on
Motherhood
Mrs. Young, Jason's mother, provides a
contrast to Catherine's mother. She is an
advocate for  her  son,  fiercely  protective
b u t  a l s o  e n c o u r a g i n g  o f  h i s
independence.  She sees the friendship
between  Catherine  and  Jason  as  a
positive, normalizing experience for her
son. Through Mrs. Young, Catherine sees
a  different  model  of  parenting  a  child
with a disability—one that is less focused

on  ru l e s  and  more  f o cused  on
connection  and  possibility.  She  is  a
quiet,  steady  presence  who  helps
Catherine see Jason not as a project, but
as a person.

THEMATIC TAPESTRY: HOW THE
CHARACTERS WEAVE THE STORY

The  genius  of  Rules  lies  in  how  the
characters  are  not  just  individuals  but
representations  of  the  central  themes.
Catherine  represents  the  search  for
order and the pain of adolescence. David
represents  the  challenge  of  accepting
difference. Jason represents the power of
communication  beyond  words.  Kristi
represents  the  seductive  pul l  of
conformity.  Each  character  forces
Catherine—and the reader—to confront
a difficult question: What are the "rules"
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that truly matter?
Lord's masterful use of these **Rules By
Cynthia  Lord  Characters**  creates  a
narrative that is rich with empathy and
insight. The rules themselves become a
metaphor  for  the  barriers  we  build  to
protect  ourselves  and  the  realization
that some of the most important rules
are the ones we learn to break.

Key Character
Relationships
and Their Impact
The  relationships  between  these
characters are the heart of the novel's
emotional power:

Catherine and David: This is the
central, most complex
relationship. It is a tangle of love,
resentment, protection, and
frustration. Catherine's growth is
measured by her ability to move
from managing David to truly
seeing him.
Catherine and Jason: This is the
relationship that changes
Catherine. It is a pure friendship,
unburdened by the societal
pressures she feels with Kristi.
Jason sees Catherine for who she
is, and she learns to see him in
return.
Catherine and Kristi: This
relationship represents Catherine's
internal conflict. It forces her to
choose between the person she
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thinks she should be and the
person she is.
David and Ryan: This
relationship shows the potential
for simple, uncomplicated
friendship between children, but
also highlights the challenges
when different needs are at play.

The Progress of
Catherine's Rules
The list of rules that Catherine writes is a
living document within the story.  They
are a  direct  reflection of  her  character's
state  of  mind.  Early  in  the  book,  the
rules are strict and focused on correcting
David's behavior to make it more socially

acceptable. For example:

"Keep your pants on in public."
(A rule about modesty and social
norms.)
"Ask for things nicely." (A rule
about communication.)
"Don't put toys in the fish
tank." (A rule about respecting
property.)

As Catherine matures, the nature of her
"ru les"  changes.  She  begins  to
understand that her rigid framework is
not  always  helpful.  The  most  significant
rule in the book is not one she writes for
David,  but  one  she  learns  for  herself:
Sometimes you have to break the
rules  to  do  what  is  right.  This
realization  is  the  culmination  of  her
journey with Jason, proving that the most
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important  growth  happens  not  in
controlling others, but in understanding
oneself.

A DEEPER LOOK AT JASON'S
BRAVERY

One  of  the  most  poignant  subplots
involves Jason's desire to have a word
card  for  "awesome"  or  "cool."  It  is  a
small  detail  that  speaks  volumes.  He
wants a vocabulary that expresses more
than just functional needs; he wants to
express  enthusiasm,  approval,  and  his
own personality. Catherine's gift to him
of a card with the word "awesome" is a
profound act of empathy. She gives him
not just a word, but a piece of his own
identity. This moment is a turning point,

demonstrating  that  true  friendship  is
about  understanding  and  meeting  the
deeper,  unspoken  needs  of  another
person.

The Role of Art
and Drawing
Catherine's love for drawing is another
vital element of her character. It is her
private escape, a world she can control.
She  draws  pictures  for  Jason's  word
cards,  a  creative  act  that  becomes  a
bridge between their two worlds. Art is
the  language  they  share.  It  allows
Catherine


