
English Language Arts  

Reading CompRehension: session 1  

Directions: Read the passage and answer the questions 

Robert Sullivan calls rats a city’s “most unwanted inhabitants.” But rats are also interesting 
animals with incredible capabilities. Read the excerpt from Rats and answer the questions that 
follow.  

from RATS by Robert Sullivan  

A rat is a rodent, the most common mammal in the world. Rattus norvegicus is one of the 
approximately four hundred different kinds of rodents, and it is known by many names, each of 
which describes a trait or a perceived trait or sometimes a habitat: the earth rat, the roving rat, the 
barn rat, the field rat, the migratory rat, the house rat, the sewer rat, the water rat, the wharf rat, 
the alley rat, the gray rat, the brown rat, and the common rat. The average brown rat is large and 
stocky; it grows to be approximately sixteen inches long from its nose to its tail—the size of a 
large adult human male’s foot—and weighs about a pound, though brown rats have been 
measured by scientists and exterminators at twenty inches and up to two pounds. The brown rat 
is sometimes confused with the black rat, or Rattus rattus, which is smaller and once inhabited 
New York City and all of the cities of America but, since Rattus norvegicus pushed it out, is now 
relegated to a minor role. (The two species still survive alongside each other in some Southern 
coastal cities and on the West Coast, in places like Los Angeles, for example, where the black rat 
lives in attics and palm trees.) The black rat is always a very dark gray, almost black, and the 
brown rat is gray or brown, with a belly that can be light gray, yellow, or even a pure-seeming 
white. One spring, beneath the Brooklyn Bridge, I saw a red-haired brown rat that had been run 
over by a car. Both pet rats and laboratory rats are Rattus norvegicus, but they are not wild and 
therefore, I would emphasize, not the subject of this book. Sometimes pet rats are called fancy 
rats. But if anyone has picked up this book to learn about fancy rats, then they should put this 
book down right away; none of the rats mentioned herein are at all fancy.  

Rats are nocturnal, and out in the night the brown rat’s eyes are small and black and shiny; when 
a flashlight shines into them in the dark, the eyes of a rat light up like the eyes of a deer. Though 
it forages* in darkness, the brown rat has poor eyesight. It makes up for this with, first of all, an 
excellent sense of smell. . . . They have an excellent sense of taste, detecting the most minute 
amounts of poison, down to one part per million. A brown rat has strong feet, the two front paws 
each equipped with four clawlike nails, the rear paws even longer and stronger. It can run and 
climb with squirrel-like agility. It is an excellent swimmer, surviving in rivers and bays, in sewer 
streams and toilet bowls.  

 

* forages — looks for food 



The brown rat’s teeth are yellow, the front two incisors being especially long and sharp, like 
buckteeth. When the brown rat bites, its front two teeth spread apart. When it gnaws, a flap of 
skin plugs the space behind its incisors. Hence, when the rat gnaws on indigestible materials—
concrete or steel, for example—the shavings don’t go down the rat’s throat and kill it. Its incisors 
grow at a rate of five inches per year. Rats always gnaw, and no one is certain why—there are 
few modern rat studies. It is sometimes erroneously stated that the rat gnaws solely to limit the 
length of its incisors, which would otherwise grow out of its head, but this is not the case: the 
incisors wear down naturally. In terms of hardness, the brown rat’s teeth are stronger than 
aluminum, copper, lead, and iron. They are comparable to steel. With the alligator-like structure 
of their jaws, rats can exert a biting pressure of up to seven thousand pounds per square inch. 
Rats, like mice, seem to be attracted to wires—to utility wires, computer wires, wires in vehicles, 
in addition to gas and water pipes. One rat expert theorizes that wires may be attractive to rats 
because of their resemblance to vines and the stalks of plants; cables are the vines of the city. By 
one estimate, 26 percent of all electric-cable breaks and 18 percent of all phone-cable disruptions 
are caused by rats. According to one study, as many as 25 percent of all fires of unknown origin 
are rat-caused. Rats chew electrical cables. Sitting in a nest of tattered rags and newspapers, in 
the floorboards of an old tenement, a rat gnaws the head of a match—the lightning in the city 
forest.  

When it is not gnawing or feeding on trash, the brown rat digs. Anywhere there is dirt in a city, 
brown rats are likely to be digging—in parks, in flowerbeds, in little dirt-poor backyards. They 
dig holes to enter buildings and to make nests. Rat nests can be in the floorboards of apartments, 
in the waste-stuffed corners of subway stations, in sewers, or beneath old furniture in basements. 
“Cluttered and unkempt alleyways in cities provide ideal rat habitat, especially those alleyways 
associated with food-serving establishments,” writes Robert Corrigan in Rodent Control, a pest 
control manual. “Alley rats can forage safely within the shadows created by the alleyway, as well 
as quickly retreat to the safety of cover in these narrow channels.” Often, rats burrow under 
concrete sidewalk slabs. Entrance to a typical under-the-sidewalk rat’s nest is gained through a 
two-inch-wide hole—their skeletons collapse and they can squeeze into a hole as small as three 
quarters of an inch wide, the average width of their skull. This tunnel then travels about a foot 
down to where it widens into a nest or den. The den is lined with soft debris, often shredded 
plastic garbage or shopping bags, but sometimes even grasses or plants; some rat nests have been 
found stuffed with the gnawed shavings of the wood-based, spring-loaded snap traps that are 
used in attempts to kill them. The back of the den then narrows into a long tunnel that opens up 
on another hole back on the street. This second hole is called a bolt hole; it is an emergency exit. 
A bolt hole is typically covered lightly with dirt or trash—camouflage. Sometimes there are 
networks of burrows, which can stretch beneath a few concrete squares on a sidewalk, or a 
number of backyards, or even an entire city block—when Rattus norvegicus first came to 
Selkirk, England, in 1776, there were so many burrows that people feared the town might sink. 
Rats can also nest in basements, sewers, manholes, abandoned pipes of any kind, floorboards, or 
any hole or depression. “Often,” Robert Corrigan writes, “‘city rats’ will live unbeknownst to 
people right beneath their feet.”  
Rats also inhabit subways, as most people in New York City and any city with a subway system 
are well aware. Every once in a while, there are reports of rats boarding trains, but for the most 
part rats stay on the tracks—subway workers I have talked to refer to rats as “track rabbits.” 



People tend to think that the subways are filled with rats, but in fact rats are not everywhere in 
the system; they live in the subways according to the supply of discarded human food and sewer 
leaks. Sometimes, rats use the subway purely for nesting purposes; they find ways through the 
walls of the subway stations leading from the tracks to the restaurants and stores on the street—
the vibrations of subway trains tend to create rat-size cracks and holes. Many subway rats tend to 
live near stations that are themselves near fast-food restaurants. At the various subway stations 
near Herald Square, for example, people come down from the streets and throw the food that 
they have not eaten onto the tracks, along with newspapers and soda bottles and, I have noticed, 
thousands of no- longer-charged AA batteries, waiting to leak acid. The rats eat freely from the 
waste and sit at the side of the little streams of creamy brown sewery water that flows between 
the rails. They sip the water the way rats do, either with their front paws or by scooping it up 
with their incisors.  

Rats: Observations on the History and Habitat of the City’s Most Unwanted Inhabitants by Robert Sullivan. Copyright © 2004 
by Robert Sullivan. Reprinted by permission of Bloomsbury USA.  
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●1 In paragraph 1, what do the different rat names mainly show?  

1. Rats are the largest type of rodent.  
2. There are many opinions about rats.  
3. There is little reason to be afraid of rats.  
4. Rats can live in a variety of environments.  

●2 What does the end of paragraph 2 mainly emphasize about rats?  

A. their strange diet 
B. their physical abilities 
C. their preference for dry land 
D. their similarity to other mammals  

●3 In paragraph 3, what is the most likely reason the author states, “cables are the vines of the 

city”?  

 

A. to show why rats enjoy chewing on cables  
B. to show that vines are nutritious for rats  
C. to show that rats like living in vehicles  



D. to show why it is hard to find rats  

●5 Which of the following additions to paragraph 4 would be most useful to the reader? 
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A. a picture of a rat 
B. a picture of a trap 
C. a picture of a rat nest 
D. a picture of a subway tunnel  

 

●4 What is one of the main purposes of the statistics in paragraph 3?  

1. to show how many rats live in city buildings  
2. to show how poorly constructed most cities are  
3. to emphasize the damage rats do to city infrastructure  
4. to emphasize the amount of litter people in cities produce  
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●6 Read the examples from the excerpt in the box below.  

• One spring, beneath the Brooklyn Bridge, I saw a red-haired brown rat that had 
been run over by a car.  

• . . . people . . . throw the food 
that they have not eaten onto the tracks, along with newspapers and soda bottles 
and, I have noticed, thousands of no-longer-charged AA batteries, waiting to leak 
acid.  
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What do the examples show about the author’s research methods?  



1. The author relies on data from published studies.  
2. The author looks for humorous stories about rats.  
3. The author gathers his own field observations.  
4. The author contrasts rats with other animals.  

Reading Comprehension  
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●7 Which of the following would be the best subtitle for the excerpt?  

A. “The Disease Carrier” 
B. “Toward a Cleaner City” 
C. “Life on the Train Tracks” 
D. “Succeeding among Humans”  

 

●8 In paragraph 1, what does the information between the dashes provide?  

A. a transition 
B. a definition 
C. a personal belief 
D. a familiar comparison  

 

 

Question 9 is an open-response question.  

Session 1  

 

• • • •  

Read the question carefully. Explain your answer. 
Add supporting details. Double-check your work.  



Write your answer to question 9 in an Email 
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●9 Based on the excerpt, explain why brown rats have been able to thrive in urban areas. 

Support your answer with relevant and specific information from the excerpt.  

 


