
 
 

 

Developed by Melanie Pavao 
 

How to Read Nonfiction Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster 
 
The Text: Thomas C. Foster’s book is brand new. As in, was just published in May 2020. When it comes 
to books, we can’t get much more contemporary than that. His writing is clear and at a level that a novice 
in rhetoric can understand - that’s why I like it. He breaks down how to look at different types of 
nonfiction texts, but more importantly, he describes how to look at structure and why it matters by using 
real examples from texts. He also gives us handy tips and tricks in order to avoid being mesmerized by 
misinformation. Here’s an excerpt: 
 

“And here’s the real problem: if we only read surfaces, we won’t be able to tell the 
difference between the righteous and the right-around-the-bend. There’s a solution here: 
we can learn to read past the surface. To discern motive, to evaluate evidence, to 
analyze arguments to avoid being hoodwinked. Such a reading program can give us 
greater appreciation of valid, and valuable, nonfiction while helping us to sweep the 
chaff away from the wheat” (8). 

The Task: So, what are you doing with this book? Well, first of all, you’re reading it. And, you should 
annotate it (as all good readers do). While the purpose of annotation is to engage in a conversation you’re 
having “with” the text and record it, in the case of this book it reads more like a textbook, so it will be 
your task to take note of important information that will help you develop your rhetorical skills. You can 
do this by annotating the text itself (i.e. marking up the book by underlining, writing in the margins, etc.) 
or by taking notes in a notebook or a document. I cannot stress enough how important your notes will be 
throughout the year - I will constantly be referring to this text.  
 
The Task, Part 2: As you read the text, you’ll be gaining new knowledge. The writing tasks associated 
with this text are meant to help you develop rhetorical skills and apply the knowledge you’re learning as 
you read. You’ll notice that each assignment is associated with a particular chapter - in other words, the 
skills you’re working on in that assignment are described in the corresponding chapter. I’ve also included 
a suggested due date for each of the assignments. 
 
You should be able to complete each writing assignment in 1-2 pages, double-spaced. This is not an 
absolute page requirement - just a guide. 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
 

 

Writing Assignments: 
 
1. Ch. 1 - “The Structure of Nonfiction Information” Linked Assignment 
 In this chapter, Foster describes the “Four P’s” of nonfiction writing - the essentials nonfiction 
writers lay out for their audiences. Sometimes these are all found at the beginning of the text, and 
sometimes they are scattered throughout. Read the transcript of Dr. Emily Landon’s speech to the people 
of Illinois on March 20, 2020. Then write an analysis of Dr. Landon’s “Four P’s.” What are they? How 
does she describe them? Where do they appear in the speech? 
 
2. Ch. 2 - “The Ecology of the Nonfiction Biosphere” Linked Assignment 

 Foster explains the different types of writing you can find in your morning paper. Each type has a  
different purpose, so it is structured differently. Read the following four (4) pieces from recent issues 
of the Boston Globe on education. Then, write an analysis of the different types of writing found in 
the different types of articles. What do you notice that’s different in the style, structure, tone, diction, 
etc.? How do these differences help each type of article achieve its purpose? 

1. Investigative report: “For low-income students, the suburbs are no sure path to college” by 
James Vaznis and Sarah Carr 

2. Opinion: “The coronavirus allows us to reimagine the college experience” by Bharat Anand 
3. Straight news: “MIT won’t allow all students to return to campus in the fall” by Lauren 

Krantz 
4. Editorial cartoon: “What graduation ritual will you miss the most?” by Dan Wasserman 

 
3. Ch. 3 - “The Power of Prologue” Linked Assignment 

 In this chapter Foster explains the different types of front matter in a text and how they each 
serve a different purpose. Read the excerpt from Michelle Alexander’s The New Jim Crow. Then, 
write an explanation of (1) the different structures/content of the foreword, preface, and partial 
introduction and (2) the different purposes of the three sections. 
 

4. Ch. 6 - “Source Code” Linked Assignment 
 Foster explains the different sources that nonfiction authors rely on when writing. Read the article 
from the most recent issue of The Atlantic titled “The Looming Bank Collapse” (note: the online title 
is different from the print title). Then, write an analysis of the different sources Partnoy uses in his 
piece. Is there a variety of types of sources? Why do you think Partnoy decided on these sources and 
this specific selection of sources? 

 
5. Ch. 10 - “From the Inside Out” Linked Assignment 

 Foster provides a list of questions we can ask ourselves as we read opinion pieces to make us more  
critical readers and become more skilled at finding and understanding bias. Put those questions to the 
test by reading “The Lowest White Man” by Charles M. Blow. Use the questions provided in this 
chapter to write an analysis considering the possible bias in this opinion piece. 

 


