
How to Read Nonfiction Like a Professor by Thomas C. Foster 
Chapter Assignments 

 
Overview: This book is designed to introduce you to the analytical ways of thinking about texts in this 
course. It also includes a TON of information that is relevant to the information you encounter daily 
through the news, advertising, and social and internet media. Do not panic if you find yourself confused 
by some concepts but do your best to understand Foster’s main points by looking up words and using 
other resources. As stated earlier, all written work must be your own.  
 
Please sign up for a chapter(s) from the book, then read and annotate the Preface, Introduction, 
Conclusion, and your selected chapter(s). You will answer the questions as you read. Then create a 
presentation answering the questions and a paragraph summary of your selected chapter(s). You will have 
three to five minutes to present this information.  
 
Instructions: There are TWO parts to this assignment. Please sign up for a chapter(s) from the book.  
Part 1: Read and annotate the Preface, Introduction, Conclusion, and your selected chapter(s). Then 
answer the questions as you read on a separate document to upload. (15 points) 
 
Part 2: Create a presentation (PowerPoint or Prezi) summarizing the major points of the chapter(s) and 
examples. You will have three minutes to present/teach this information to this class. Attach a link to the 
Prezi in the Text Submission box on the assignment or attach the PowerPoint. (15 points)  
 
Preface: What’s Going on Around Here? (pages ix-xiv)  

● What is Foster’s main point, or thesis, in this section? support your answer with evidence from the 
text 

● (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Introduction: Why Critical Reading Matters (pages 1-8)  

● What is Foster’s thesis in this section? support your answer with evidence from the text 
● (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 1: The Structure of Nonfiction Information (pages 9-18)  

● On page 15, Foster writes, “It’s worth noting that such a structure is not inevitable, not dictated by 
the material.” What does he mean by this?  

● Consider a book or article you have read, or a podcast episode you have listened to. Describe the 
structure, using this chapter as a guide. How does it start? Where does it go? How does it end? 
Please provide a link or the title and author of this piece. 

●  What are the “four Ps” that Foster discusses in Chapter 1, “The Structure of Nonfiction 
Information,” and what is the function of each? 

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 2: The Ecology of the Nonfiction Biosphere  

● What are the types of writing Foster mentions and how are they significant? 
● {Building Blocks of Argument} (pages 31-34) Define “claim,” “ground,” and “warrant” in your 

own words.  
● On page 28 of Chapter 2, “The Ecology of the Nonfiction Biosphere,” Foster writes the following 

paragraph: 
“That’s easy: time. The thing of which there is never enough. That heals all wounds or possibly 
wounds all heels.” 



Analyze the effectiveness of this paragraph. What rhetorical strategies are at work here? What do 
you believe to be its purpose? Does it accomplish its purpose? 

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 3: The Power of Prologue (pages 35-40)  

● In Chapter 3, “The Power of the Prologue,” Foster explains the origin of the prologue. What is its 
origin and how is that origin reflected in today’s prologues? 

● In Chapter 3, “The Power of the Prologue,” what are the two main functions of the prologue that 
Foster discusses? 

● In this chapter, Foster gives many examples and descriptions of prologues, ultimately settling on 
the observation that “they are brief, somewhere between a squib and a chapter, and… they try to 
provide a glimpse into some aspect of what’s to come” (40). 
 If the school year is a chapter of your life, what is the prologue? Write a prologue (about a 
paragraph) for the upcoming chapter of your life.  

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 4: The Parts You Don’t Read (pages 41-50)  

● Select a text and explain what one component (the stuff in bold in How to Read…) of its front 
matter, back matter, or its title specifically tells you about that piece (hint: saying that the title 
page tells you the title of the piece is NOT specific enough; however, explaining what the title and 
subtitle of the piece tell you about the piece and why it’s an excellent title/subtitle would be an 
appropriate response).  

● In Chapter 4, “The Parts You Don’t Read,” Foster says that titles are important guideposts to 
meaning. Evaluate the effectiveness of the chapter titles that Foster has chosen for this book. 

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 5: It May Just Be Me, But… 

● Describe the four ways Foster claims you can spot bias. 
● In Chapter 5, “It May Just Be Me, But...” how does Foster suggest that a reader can examine the 

author’s use of quotes to determine bias? 
● Why is identifying bias, both in others and in ourselves, important? support your answer with 

evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 6: Source Code 

● Name four kinds of proof or evidence a writer can use, according to Foster. 
● Explain how a newspaper article, a magazine article, and a book covering the same event or topic 

will differ. 
● In Chapter 6, “Source Code,” Foster suggests that as microfiche research is time-consuming and 

frustrating, writers should use secondary sources such as biographies. Offer an evaluation of this 
argument. Be sure to consider the assumptions Foster is making about both primary and secondary 
sources and the applicability of his suggestion to nonfiction in fields outside of history--such as 
science, sociology, the arts, politics, and so on. 

● Respond with(5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 7: All in How You Look at Things (pages 79-99) *Important section!  

● What does Foster say about the five-paragraph essay?  
● What does Foster mean when he writes, “Chronology does not equal structure?” (82). What’s the 

difference between the two?  
● What is an “anecdote” (look it up if needed), and how might it be used to begin a nonfiction text?  



● According to Foster, what did the term “Fake News” used to mean, and how (again, according to 
Foster), has the term been used more recently by politicians and public figures?  

● On page 89 of Chapter 7, “All in How You Look at Things,” Foster makes the claim that “there 
are comparatively few books written that own nothing to the passage of time” (89). Explain his 
meaning here and then use factual evidence to evaluate the strength of his claim. 

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 8: Bringing the News  

● In Chapter 8, “Bringing the News,” what does Foster seem to admire about the Lansing State 
Journal’s coverage of the Nassar scandal? 

● In Chapter 8, “Bringing the News,” why does Foster say that All the President’s Men is “meta-
journalism”? 

●  In Chapter 8, “Bringing the News,” what problem does Foster identify with creating a point of 
view for All the President’s Men, and how do Woodward and Bernstein solve it? 

● Briefly explain what the examples Foster shares from The Lansing State Journal and All the 
President’s Men reveal about the power and importance of newspaper journalism. Support your 
answer with evidence from the text. 

●  Respond with 1 page (5-6 sentences each paragraph) 
 

Chapter 9: Living the News 
● Briefly describe what “new journalism” is and how it differs from more traditional forms of 

journalism. 
● Briefly describe what “creative nonfiction” is and name some of the literary elements in may 

employ. 
● In Chapter 9, “Living the News,” Foster discusses the work of Joan Didion. Write a paragraph in 

which you describe his tone in this discussion of Didion and then analyze how he creates this tone. 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 10: From the Inside Out 

● After reading Foster’s chapter on the complex form and history of the “essay,” how would you 
define an essay? 

● At the end of the chapter, Foster lists five questions we should always ask of an opinion piece. 
Choose one of them and explain what it means and why it is so important in evaluating a source. 

● In Chapter 10, “From the Inside Out,” Foster argues that the essay began with the Enlightenment. 
Many of the works that he cites were called “treatises” by their authors, however. Look up the 
similarities and differences between an “essay” and a “treatise.” Then look up the writings of 
Ancient Greek philosophers such as Aristotle. 

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Chapter 11: Life from the Inside  

● What is the difference between an autobiography and a memoir? 
● In Chapter 11, “Life from the Inside,” what does Foster say is the difference between 

autobiography and memoir? 
● In Chapter 11, “Life from the Inside,” why does Foster spend time describing the contents of 

Cardinal Newman’s autobiography? 
● Briefly explain why some autobiographies and memoirs may be less reliable than one would think 

support your answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
 



Chapter 12: That Is So Last Year  
● According to Foster, what are the benefit of reading books and articles on contemporaneous 

events?  What do historical works provide? 
● In Chapter 12, “That Is So Last Year,” what difference does Foster explain between primary and 

secondary sources? 
● In Chapter 12, “That Is So Last Year,” what change in “fashion” does Foster say that the 

publishing of history has followed in the past decades? 
● Explain the difference between a single-focus history and the mosaic approach. Support your 

answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 13: On the Stump 

● Which of the three writers that Foster discusses in Chapter 13, “On the Stump,” does Foster find to 
be least reliable, and which does he find to be most reliable? Why is this? 

● In Chapter 13, “On the Stump,” what criticism does Foster level at Fox News? 
● In Chapter 13, “On the Stump,” what concern does Foster say that other journalists have about 

Wolff’s work? 
● According to Foster, what are the three things good journalism must avoid in order to be 

trustworthy? support your answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 14: The Universe of Ideas/Ideas of the Universe  

● Briefly explain the three types of writing in the sciences identified by Foster. 
● Describe two of Foster’s “tips” for approaching writing on science. 
● In Chapter 14, “The Universe of Ideas/Ideas of the Universe,” what are the three types of science 

writing that Foster describes, and what are the differences among them? 
● In Chapter 14, “The Universe of Ideas/Ideas of the Universe,” what does Foster say motivates 

antiscientific beliefs? 
● What is “defensive reading?” support your answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 15: Reading Internet Sources 

● Explain how we can “act like an editor” when we read online sources. 
● In Chapter 15, “Reading Internet Sources,” Foster reveals the central issue of the book. What does 

he say the issue is, and why does he believe it is worth devoting a book to? 
● Why is Wikipedia unreliable and what tips does Foster offer for assessing the accuracy of 

information you find there? support your answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 16: Social (Media) Disease  

● What are some of the tricks used to spread viral misinformation? 
● In Chapter 16, “Social (Media) Disease,” what does Foster mean when he says that “ones and 

zeros have no eithics” (259)? 
● How can you protect yourself from these tricks? support your answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 

 
Chapter 17: The Criminal Element  

● Using your own words and/or quotes from the text, what is a Hoax, Faked News Stories, and False 
Data?  



● How can we, as readers, protect ourselves from believing intentionally falsified information we 
read? Why is this important to do? support your answer with evidence from the text 

● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 
 
Conclusion: Looking for Certainty in an Uncertain Time (pages 301-305) 

● What is Foster’s thesis in this section? Write 1-4 sentences.  
● Overall reaction: how much of the information in this text was new for you? What did you think? 

support your answer with evidence from the text 
● Respond with (5-6 sentences each paragraph per bullet point) 


