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Rules of the Road by Joan Bauer is a compelling young adult novel that
intertwines themes of self-discovery, resilience, and the complexities of
adolescence. Set against the backdrop of the fast-paced world of a diner in
Chicago, the narrative follows the journey of a teenage girl named Jenna
Boller as she confronts her fears, navigates challenges, and learns valuable
life lessons. This article delves into the key themes, characters, and
literary significance of "Rules of the Road," as well as its impact on
readers.

Overview of the Novel

"Rules of the Road" is a coming-of-age story that captures the essence of
teenage life, highlighting the struggles of identity and the importance of
relationships. Jenna, the protagonist, is a high school student who works at
a local diner called "Dine-O-Mite." Her life takes a turn when she is tasked
with driving an elderly woman named Mrs. Gladys Tully, a spirited and
somewhat eccentric character, on a road trip to Texas.

The novel’s title, "Rules of the Road," serves as a metaphor for the
guidelines and principles that govern not just driving, but also life
decisions and personal growth. Throughout her journey, Jenna learns to
navigate the complexities of her own life while adhering to the metaphorical
rules that guide her.

Main Characters

The characters in "Rules of the Road" are richly developed, each contributing
to Jenna's journey of self-discovery. Here are some of the key characters:

Jenna Boller
Jenna is the protagonist, a relatable and dynamic character who battles self-
doubt and the pressures of growing up. Her job at the diner provides her with
a sense of independence, and her relationship with Mrs. Tully challenges her
to be more assertive and confident.

Mrs. Gladys Tully
Mrs. Tully is a vibrant and witty elderly woman who serves as a mentor to
Jenna. Her adventurous spirit and life experiences provide valuable lessons
for Jenna, including the importance of embracing life’s unpredictability.

Jenna's Family
Jenna’s relationship with her family, particularly her mother, illustrates
the struggles many teenagers face at home. The tensions within her family
dynamics add depth to Jenna's character development and highlight the
importance of understanding and communication.



Themes Explored

"Rules of the Road" explores several themes that resonate with young readers,
including:

1. The Journey of Self-Discovery
As Jenna embarks on her road trip with Mrs. Tully, she learns about her own
strengths and weaknesses. The journey serves as a metaphor for her personal
growth, as she grapples with her insecurities and learns to stand up for
herself.

2. The Importance of Relationships
The bonds that Jenna forms with Mrs. Tully and her co-workers at the diner
emphasize the significance of friendship and mentorship. These relationships
are crucial in helping Jenna navigate her challenges and find her voice.

3. Facing Fears and Challenges
Throughout the novel, Jenna confronts various fears, including her anxiety
about driving and her concerns about her future. The narrative encourages
readers to face their own fears and embrace challenges as opportunities for
growth.

4. The Value of Independence
Jenna’s job at the diner symbolizes her quest for independence. As she takes
on responsibilities and learns to make decisions for herself, she discovers
the empowerment that comes with being self-sufficient.

Literary Devices and Style

Joan Bauer employs various literary devices to enhance the storytelling in
"Rules of the Road." Some notable techniques include:

1. Humor
Bauer's use of humor adds levity to the narrative, making it engaging for
young readers. The witty banter between characters, especially between Jenna
and Mrs. Tully, provides comic relief while also conveying deeper truths.

2. Symbolism
The road trip itself serves as a powerful symbol of life’s journey. The car
represents freedom and exploration, while the road signifies the
unpredictable path one must navigate in life.



3. Vivid Imagery
Bauer's descriptive language paints a vivid picture of the settings, from the
bustling diner to the open road, allowing readers to immerse themselves in
Jenna’s world.

Impact on Young Readers

"Rules of the Road" has garnered critical acclaim and resonates with young
audiences for several reasons:

Relatability: Many teenagers can relate to Jenna’s struggles with
identity, self-acceptance, and the challenges of growing up.

Life Lessons: The novel imparts valuable lessons about resilience, the
importance of relationships, and facing one’s fears, encouraging readers
to reflect on their own lives.

Engaging Narrative: The combination of humor, adventure, and poignant
moments keeps readers engaged and invested in Jenna’s journey.

Critical Reception

Upon its release, "Rules of the Road" received positive reviews from critics
and readers alike. It was praised for its realistic portrayal of teenage life
and the complexities of familial relationships. The characters were noted for
their depth and relatability, and the novel’s themes resonated with a broad
audience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Rules of the Road" by Joan Bauer is more than just a story
about a road trip; it is a profound exploration of self-discovery,
relationships, and the challenges of growing up. Through the eyes of Jenna
Boller, readers embark on a journey filled with humor, life lessons, and the
realization that the road to adulthood is often winding and unpredictable.
The novel's enduring themes and relatable characters make it a timeless read
for young adults navigating their own paths in life. As Jenna learns to drive
not only a car but also her destiny, readers are inspired to embrace their
own journeys and the rules that guide them along the way.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Rules of the Road' by Joan



Bauer?

The main theme of 'Rules of the Road' revolves around self-discovery,
resilience, and the importance of family and friendship as the protagonist
navigates personal challenges and life changes.

Who is the protagonist in 'Rules of the Road' and
what are her key characteristics?

The protagonist is Jenna Boller, a determined and independent teenager who
works at a shoe store. She is characterized by her strong sense of
responsibility, her passion for life, and her ability to face adversity head-
on.

How does Jenna's relationship with her mother
influence the story in 'Rules of the Road'?

Jenna's relationship with her mother is strained due to her mother's
struggles with depression. This dynamic impacts Jenna's journey as she learns
to cope with her mother's challenges while seeking her own path in life.

What role does the elderly character, Mrs. D, play in
'Rules of the Road'?

Mrs. D serves as a mentor and a source of wisdom for Jenna. Their
relationship grows as they embark on a road trip together, allowing Jenna to
learn valuable life lessons about courage, aging, and the importance of
connection.

What are some of the 'rules' that Jenna learns
throughout 'Rules of the Road'?

Jenna learns several 'rules' throughout her journey, including the importance
of taking risks, being true to oneself, embracing change, and the value of
supporting loved ones through difficult times.
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