


Yes, this passage is from a real book! 
This passage is the first chapter of Mysterious Encounters: Urban Legends  by Rachel Lynette 
(that’s me!), used here by permission from the publisher, Cengage Learning. I am the author of 
more than 120 nonfiction books for children from a variety of publishers. Urban Legends is a high-
interest topic that is sure to motivate even your most reluctant readers.  
 
I formatted the text very much as it is found in the actual book (there are two page per sheet, 
print out in landscape, pages 4-8). The pictures, while not exactly the same as those in the book, 
are similar. The pages are numbered for easy reference. The text has not been decorated with 
borders or clip art, and the font is not “cute” in order to retain the authenticity of the text and also 
to allow room in the margins for annotation. The chapter is around 1,200 words,  not including text 
boxes and captions and is written at about a fourth grade level. The pages will print out fine in 
gray scale.  
 
In addition to the text there are 4 pages of text-dependent questions plus an extension activity 
for students to apply what they learned about the topic (print in portrait, pages 11-14). There is one 
clearly labeled page for each section of the chapter. The questions focus on many close reading 
skills including: inference, vocabulary, main idea, paraphrasing, summarizing, relating text features 
to the main text, analysis, evaluation, and of course reading for detail and understanding. Answer 
keys are included (page 15) as well as a half-page annotation guide (page 9).  
 
You can find the book online or very possibly at your city’s public library if your students would like 
to continue reading about this intriguing subject. However, there is no need to acquire the book, as 
this first chapter can stand on its own.  
 
 



From Rachel Lynette. Urban Legends, 1E © 2008 
Gale, a part of Cengage Learning, Inc. Reproduced 
with permission. www.cengage.com/permissions. 

“Did you hear about that old lady who put 
her cat in the microwave?”   
  
“Are you sure you want to eat that?  My 
brother’s friend’s dad once bit into a 
drumstick like that and it turned out to be a 
fried rat!” 
 
    These are the beginnings of two well-
known urban legends.  Urban legends are 
short stories that are passed from person to 
person. They tend to be bizarre, funny, or 
horrific and they often have an unexpected 
twist.  These stories are always assumed to be 
true, though they rarely are.  When people 
tell these stories, they are never about 
themselves or even someone they know.  
Often they are about a person that someone 
that they know, knows...or to put it more 
clearly, a friend of a friend.   For example, an 
urban legend might start “My sister’s friend 
was in a store when…”   

 Urban legends generally cannot be 
traced to their original source. They may 
come from true events that have been 
altered, celebrity gossip, the internet, or even 
old  folktales.  As the story is passed from 
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person to person the details change.  Soon 
there are many versions of the same story.  
For example, in the urban legend about the 
old woman who puts her poodle in the 
microwave, it isn’t always a poodle that 
comes to an explosive end. Sometimes the 
story involves an expensive Persian cat or 
even her grandson’s pet hamster.  Before 
microwaves were invented a similar urban 
legend involved an elderly lady who put her 
beloved cat in the oven to dry it off after it 
had been caught in a rainstorm.  

Urban Legends by Rachel Lynette ©2016 all rights reserved                                                                                            http://www.rachel-lynette.com 

The tale of a mishap involving an old lady who 
accidentally cooks her pet in a microwave oven like 
this one is a common urban legend. 

Unfortunately, she accidentally turns the oven 
to “broil” and cooks the cat to a crisp.  In 
another version, it was a clothes dryer that 
killed that cat.  Thankfully, like most urban 
legends, this one has never been proved to 
be a true story.   
 
What are Urban Legends About?
Most urban legends involve ordinary people 
doing ordinary things that somehow go 
terribly wrong.  Part of the appeal of an urban 
legend is that it seems like it could happen to 
anyone – man, woman, or child.   In some 
cases, bad things happen to innocent people, 
who had no reason to think that anything bad 
would happen to them.  The man who bit into 
a rat instead of a chicken drumstick in a fast 
food restaurant is a good example. But 
sometimes the story shows how a person gets 
exactly what they deserve.  For instance, in 
another urban legend about dining out, a 
customer is extremely rude to the waitress.  
The waitress gets her revenge by secretly 
spitting in his soda. 

 Urban legends related to food are 
popular. This may be because everyone can 
relate to accidentally eating something awful.  
There are also many urban legends about 
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animals. Some of these stories involve a 
person doing something cruel to an animal. In 
others, a person makes poor choices around 
an animal which results in property damage, 
injury, or even death. In one well-known urban 
legend a father smears honey on his child’s 
face in order to get a cute picture of a bear 
licking her face. In the story, which is not true, 
the bear eats the child along with the honey.   

 People doing foolish things shows up 
in many urban legends, but sometimes the 
stories involve people doing especially clever 
things.  For example, in one story a man 
found a smart way to dispose of his garbage 
during a sanitation strike. Each day he 
wrapped his garbage up like a gift. He put 
the gift-wrapped package in the front seat of 
his car, drove to a busy area, and left the car  
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Warning 
Some urban legends serve as warnings. 

By showing the consequences of risky 

or foolish behavior, they may convince 

someone who is considering doing 

something similar to reconsider.  

doors unlocked. When he returned to his car 
the “gift” had been stolen! 
 
What’s the Appeal?
Urban legends are a part of the way people 
communicate with each other.  Like talking 
about sports or the weather at a party, people 
often use urban legends to make other’s 
laugh or to help people to feel at ease.  
Everyone loves to hear a good story and for 

A thief tempted to steal a gift left in a parked car 
may think twice upon hearing the urban legend 
about a man who wrapped his garbage like a 
present, hoping it would be stolen,  in order to 
dispose of it during a sanitation strike
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many people, telling one is even more fun. 
Passing around urban legends helps bring 
people together. 

  Urban legends appeal to human nature.  
In many urban legends, mean people are 
punished and kind people are rewarded. This 
can have the effect of making people feel that 
the world is a fair place where everyone gets 
what they deserve – a comforting thought to 
most people.  When a story tells of a clever 
person who finds a way to “beat the system”, 
people who hear the story can admire them, 
perhaps even relate to them. When someone 
does something foolish in an urban legend, 
people can assure themselves that they would 
never do anything so silly.  In many ways, 
urban legends help people to feel better 
about the world they live in and about 
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Borrowing Material 
Urban legends sometimes show up as 

part of the plot on TV shows. Sitcoms 

may use stories about something 

getting mixed up or someone ending 

up in an embarrassing situation. Other 

shows have used scary urban legends 

for material.  

themselves. Bizarre urban legends are 
appealing not only because they are 
interesting, but also because no matter how 
unlikely the story, it still could have 
happened.  For example, in one well-known 
urban legend, a woman uses highly 
flammable bug-killing spray to kill a 
cockroach in the toilet. Later, her husband 
decides to smoke a cigarette while using the 
bathroom.  He throws the match into the 
toilet, which explodes in flames. 

Urban legends tend to involve unlikely, but 
nevertheless possible situations, such as the story 
of the man who caused a fire by throwing a match 
into a toilet where his wife had used flammable bug 
spray to kill a cockroach. 
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Each part of the story is unremarkable – killing 
a bug, the bug spray being flammable, 
smoking in the bathroom.  It is when they are 
put together that the story becomes 
interesting.  
 
Are They True?
Most urban legends are not true stories, 
although many of them contain elements that 
are based on truth. For example, in one urban 
legend, a girl with an elaborate hairstyle is 
thought to have a colony of spiders living in 
her hair. In some versions she dies from being 
bitten by one of them.  In the 1950s, many 
hairstyles involved ratted hair, piled high the 
head, and held there with large quantities of 
hairspray. One style was even called the 
“Beehive.” Girls often did not wash their hair 
for days or even weeks to keep their hairdos 
intact.  But there have been no known cases 
of spiders actually living in someone’s hair.  

 Some urban legends also have elements 
that also appear in ancient legends and 
folktales.  In one story a man leaves a 
construction site each day with a wheelbarrow 
full of dirt. The construction site guard digs 
through the dirt every day, convinced that the 
man must be stealing  something, but all he 
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ever finds is dirt.  It is only years later that the 
man confesses that he was actually stealing 
wheelbarrows.  This urban legend comes from 
a Turkish folktale about the trickster Nasradin 
who steals donkeys by loading them up with 
pots and pans.   

 In most cases, an urban legend cannot 
be traced to its source, so unless it can be 
proved that it is physically impossible, there is 
no way to know for sure whether it is true or 
not.  Maybe a woman really did bite into a 
fried rat and perhaps and elderly lady really 
did put her dog in the microwave.  When it 
comes right down to it, no one knows for sure.   

Lots of teasing and hairspray make it impossible to 
wash a beehive hairdo like this one without 
ruining it, but its still unlikely that spiders would 
make a nest inside one, as the urban legend claims. 
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Mark it Up! 
Number each paragraph 

Underline main ideas 
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Talk back to the text: 
•  Write quick summaries. 
•  Jot down your                    

thoughts about the text. 
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