
the rules of survival by nancy werlin
the rules of survival by nancy werlin is a compelling young adult novel that explores themes of
family dysfunction, resilience, and the struggle for safety. This gripping narrative centers on the
experiences of Matthew, a teenager navigating the challenges of life with an abusive mother. Nancy
Werlin’s work is celebrated for its authentic portrayal of difficult subjects and its ability to engage
readers with emotional depth and suspense. The novel combines elements of psychological drama
and coming-of-age story, making it a significant contribution to contemporary YA literature. This
article provides an in-depth examination of the book’s plot, characters, themes, and critical
reception, along with its relevance in discussions about child abuse and resilience. The following
table of contents outlines the main topics covered.
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Overview of the Plot
The rules of survival by nancy werlin presents a tense and emotional story revolving around
Matthew, a young boy living with his volatile and abusive mother. The narrative unfolds as Matthew
struggles to protect himself and his younger brother from their mother’s unpredictable and violent
behavior. Throughout the novel, Matthew develops a set of personal strategies—referred to as "rules
of survival"—to navigate the dangers within his own home. The storyline is marked by suspense as
Matthew attempts to find safety and a sense of normalcy amidst chaos. The plot also delves into the
legal and social services systems as Matthew seeks help, highlighting the complexities involved in
cases of domestic abuse.

Plot Summary
The novel begins by introducing the family’s turbulent life and the constant fear that Matthew
experiences. As events escalate, Matthew’s protective instincts intensify, leading him to take drastic
measures to ensure his and his brother’s survival. The story climaxes with a confrontation that
forces Matthew to make difficult decisions about trust, family loyalty, and independence.



Key Plot Points

Introduction to Matthew’s family dynamics and the abusive environment

Matthew’s development of survival strategies to cope with his mother’s behavior

Interactions with social services and the legal system

The role of extended family and friends in Matthew’s life

The resolution of the family conflict and Matthew’s path forward

Main Characters and Development
The characters in the rules of survival by nancy werlin are richly drawn and contribute significantly
to the novel’s emotional impact. Matthew serves as the protagonist and narrator, providing insight
into the psychological effects of abuse. The supporting characters, including his mother, brother,
and other family members, enrich the narrative by illustrating different responses to trauma and
adversity.

Matthew
Matthew is portrayed as a resourceful and determined teenager who must mature quickly due to his
home environment. His perspective drives the story and offers readers a deep understanding of the
complexities faced by children in abusive situations. Matthew’s growth throughout the novel reflects
themes of resilience and self-preservation.

Matthew’s Mother
The mother’s character is depicted with nuance, showing both her destructive behavior and
moments of vulnerability. This complex portrayal avoids simple villainy and instead presents the
multifaceted nature of abuse and mental illness.

Supporting Characters
Other characters, such as Matthew’s younger brother and various adults involved in the family’s life,
provide additional context and contrast. Their interactions with Matthew highlight themes of trust,
protection, and the search for stability.



Themes and Symbolism
The rules of survival by nancy werlin addresses several powerful themes that resonate throughout
the narrative. Central to the novel is the theme of survival itself—not only physical survival but
emotional and psychological endurance. The story also explores the impact of abuse on identity and
relationships.

Abuse and Its Effects
The novel provides a realistic and sensitive portrayal of child abuse, emphasizing its long-term
consequences. It sheds light on the fear, confusion, and isolation experienced by victims, as well as
the challenges they face in seeking help.

Resilience and Hope
Despite the grim subject matter, the story emphasizes resilience and the possibility of healing.
Matthew’s rules are a metaphor for the coping mechanisms that victims develop to survive and
eventually thrive.

Family and Loyalty
The complex dynamics of family loyalty are explored, showing how love and fear can coexist. The
novel questions traditional notions of family by presenting situations where protection and harm
come from the same source.

Writing Style and Narrative Structure
Nancy Werlin employs a clear, direct writing style that effectively conveys the intensity of the
novel’s themes. The first-person narration allows readers to experience Matthew’s inner thoughts
and emotions intimately. Werlin’s prose balances realism with emotional depth, making the story
accessible yet profound.

Narrative Perspective
The use of a teenage narrator provides authenticity and immediacy. Matthew’s voice captures the
confusion and determination of a young person in crisis, fostering empathy and understanding.

Structure and Pacing
The novel is structured to maintain tension and engagement, with carefully paced revelations and
developments. This structure supports the suspenseful atmosphere and underscores the urgency of
Matthew’s situation.



Critical Reception and Impact
The rules of survival by nancy werlin has received critical acclaim for its honest and empathetic
treatment of difficult subject matter. Critics have praised Werlin for her ability to address child
abuse in a way that is both educational and compelling for young adult readers. The novel has been
recognized as an important work for raising awareness and fostering discussions about family
violence and resilience.

Reviews and Awards

Positive reviews highlighting character development and emotional impact

Recognition in young adult literary circles for tackling sensitive topics

Use in educational settings to discuss abuse and survival strategies

Reader Reception
Readers have responded to the novel’s realistic portrayal of trauma and its hopeful message. Many
have found Matthew’s story inspiring and validating, especially those who have experienced similar
challenges.

Relevance to Social Issues
The rules of survival by nancy werlin remains relevant in discussions about child welfare, domestic
abuse, and mental health. The novel offers insights into the complexities of abuse cases and the
importance of supportive intervention. It also highlights the need for awareness and education to
protect vulnerable children.

Child Abuse Awareness
The book’s candid depiction of abuse contributes to greater understanding and empathy. It serves as
a tool for raising awareness about the signs and effects of abuse and the difficulties in escaping
harmful environments.

Support Systems and Intervention
The novel underscores the critical role of social services and community support in protecting at-risk
youth. It illustrates both the potential and limitations of these systems, encouraging ongoing
dialogue about improvements and resources.



Encouraging Resilience in Youth
By focusing on Matthew’s survival strategies, the story promotes resilience and empowerment. It
encourages young readers to recognize their strength and seek help when needed.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Rules of Survival' by Nancy
Werlin?
'The Rules of Survival' primarily explores themes of family dysfunction, abuse, and resilience as it
follows the story of a young boy trying to protect his siblings from their abusive mother.

Who is the protagonist in 'The Rules of Survival' and what
challenges does he face?
The protagonist is Matthew Farrell, a twelve-year-old boy who faces the challenge of protecting his
younger siblings from their abusive and unpredictable mother.

How does Nancy Werlin portray the issue of child abuse in
'The Rules of Survival'?
Nancy Werlin portrays child abuse with raw honesty and sensitivity, highlighting the psychological
and emotional impact on the children while emphasizing their strength and hope for a better life.

What role does the social worker play in 'The Rules of
Survival'?
The social worker acts as a crucial figure who intervenes in the Farrell family's situation, providing
support and attempting to ensure the children's safety and well-being.

How does 'The Rules of Survival' address the concept of
survival beyond physical safety?
The novel addresses survival not only in terms of physical safety but also emotional resilience,
teaching the children how to cope, trust, and rebuild their lives despite trauma.

What literary techniques does Nancy Werlin use to engage
readers in 'The Rules of Survival'?
Werlin uses a first-person narrative, vivid imagery, and a fast-paced plot to immerse readers in
Matthew's perspective, making the emotional experiences more impactful and relatable.



Why is 'The Rules of Survival' considered an important book
for young adults?
'The Rules of Survival' is important for young adults as it raises awareness about domestic abuse,
encourages empathy, and offers a message of hope and empowerment for those facing difficult
family situations.

Additional Resources
1. Counting by 7s by Holly Goldberg Sloan
This novel follows Willow Chance, a twelve-year-old genius who is navigating life after the sudden
loss of her parents. As Willow tries to find a new sense of family and stability, she discovers
resilience and the importance of human connection. The story explores themes of survival, healing,
and hope in the face of adversity.

2. Walk Two Moons by Sharon Creech
Salamanca Tree Hiddle embarks on a cross-country journey with her grandparents to find her
missing mother. Along the way, she recounts stories of her friend Phoebe, uncovering secrets and
pain beneath the surface. This poignant tale explores loss, survival, and the complexities of family
relationships.

3. Hatchet by Gary Paulsen
Thirteen-year-old Brian Robeson survives a plane crash and is stranded alone in the Canadian
wilderness with only a hatchet. The novel chronicles his struggle to adapt and survive in the wild,
learning vital skills and discovering inner strength. It’s a gripping story about resilience, self-
reliance, and the will to live.

4. Before We Were Strangers by Renée Carlino
Although primarily a romance, this book deals with themes of emotional survival and healing from
past trauma. It follows two former lovers who reconnect after years apart, confronting the wounds
and regrets that shaped their lives. The story delves into the power of forgiveness and the courage
to move forward.

5. The Glass Castle by Jeannette Walls
A memoir recounting the author’s unconventional and often harsh upbringing in a deeply
dysfunctional family. Despite poverty and neglect, Walls and her siblings learn to survive and
ultimately thrive. The book offers a raw and inspiring look at resilience, hope, and the complexities
of family bonds.

6. Speak by Laurie Halse Anderson
Melinda struggles with the trauma of sexual assault and the resulting isolation during her freshman
year of high school. The novel explores her journey toward finding her voice and reclaiming her
power. It’s a powerful story about survival, mental health, and the importance of speaking out.

7. Room by Emma Donoghue
This novel tells the story of five-year-old Jack and his mother, who have been held captive in a single
room for years. Their escape and adjustment to the outside world highlight their emotional and
physical survival. The narrative captures the bond between mother and child and the resilience of
the human spirit.



8. Fish in a Tree by Lynda Mullaly Hunt
Ally struggles with undiagnosed dyslexia and the feeling of being different at school. With the help of
a caring teacher, she begins to overcome her challenges and discover her strengths. The book
emphasizes themes of perseverance, acceptance, and the courage to be oneself.

9. Inside Out and Back Again by Thanhha Lai
This novel in verse follows a young Vietnamese girl and her family as they flee their war-torn country
and resettle in the United States. It portrays the difficulties of adapting to a new culture while
dealing with loss and displacement. The story is a heartfelt exploration of survival, identity, and
hope.
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