chicago manual of style formatting
guidelines for theses and dissertations
formatting

The Chicago Manual of Style formatting guidelines for theses and dissertations formatting are
critical for academic success. Navigating these detailed requirements can be complex, but
understanding them ensures your scholarly work is presented professionally and adheres to
institutional standards. This comprehensive guide will demystify the process, covering essential
elements from preliminary pages to the final bibliography. We will explore the intricacies of citation
styles, figure and table placement, manuscript preparation, and the nuances of electronic
submission. Mastering these Chicago style formatting guidelines is paramount for any graduate
student aiming for clarity, consistency, and academic rigor in their thesis or dissertation.
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Preliminary Pages: Laying the Foundation

The preliminary pages of a thesis or dissertation, while often overlooked, are crucial for providing
essential context and organizational structure to your work. These sections precede the main body of
your research and must be meticulously formatted according to the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS). Proper formatting here sets a professional tone and ensures readers can easily locate key
information. This includes the title page, abstract, acknowledgments, table of contents, and lists of
figures and tables. Each element has specific stylistic requirements that must be observed.

Title Page Requirements

The title page is the very first impression your thesis or dissertation makes. It should be clean, clear,
and contain all necessary identifying information. According to CMOS, the title of the work should
be prominently displayed, often in all capital letters or title case, centered on the page. Below the
title, you will include your name, the name of your degree (e.g., Master of Arts, Doctor of
Philosophy), your department or program, the university's name, and the date of submission. The
university's specific guidelines may offer slight variations, so always cross-reference with your
institution's graduate handbook.

Abstract and Its Significance

The abstract is a concise summary of your entire thesis or dissertation, typically between 150 and
350 words. It should encapsulate your research question, methodology, key findings, and



conclusions. This section is vital as many readers will first encounter your work through its abstract,
determining whether to delve deeper into the full text. CMOS emphasizes clarity and brevity in
abstract writing, ensuring it accurately reflects the scope and contribution of your research.

Acknowledgments and Dedication

The acknowledgments section provides an opportunity to thank individuals and institutions who
have supported your research journey. This can include advisors, committee members, colleagues,
family, and funding sources. While CMOS allows for personal expression here, it's important to
maintain a professional tone. A dedication, if included, is typically a brief, heartfelt statement. Both
sections should be placed after the abstract.

Table of Contents and Lists of Figures/Tables

The table of contents (TOC) serves as a roadmap for your readers, listing all major sections,
chapters, and subheadings with corresponding page numbers. CMOS dictates that the TOC should
accurately reflect the headings used in the main text, maintaining consistent capitalization and
punctuation. Similarly, separate lists for figures and tables are required if your work contains a
significant number of these visual elements. These lists should also include the title of each figure or
table and its page number. The numbering and titling in these lists must precisely match the
captions within the body of the work.

Main Body Formatting: Structure and Style

The main body of your thesis or dissertation is where your research is presented in detail.
Formatting this section according to CMOS guidelines ensures a logical flow and professional
presentation of your arguments and findings. This involves proper chapter organization, heading
styles, and text formatting, all of which contribute to the overall readability and academic integrity
of your work. Adhering to these standards demonstrates attention to detail and respect for scholarly
convention.

Chapter Organization and Numbering

Theses and dissertations are typically divided into chapters, each representing a distinct part of the
research. CMOS generally recommends starting each new chapter on a new page. While specific
numbering schemes can vary by discipline and institution, it's common to use Arabic numerals for
chapter titles (e.g., Chapter 1, Chapter 2). Subheadings within chapters should also be consistently
styled and numbered, often using a decimal system (e.g., 1.1, 1.2) or distinct formatting for different
levels of hierarchy.

Heading Styles and Hierarchy

Consistent use of heading styles is crucial for guiding the reader through your text. CMOS outlines
various levels of headings, each distinguished by font, weight, and placement. Typically, the chapter



title is the highest level, followed by major section headings, and then subheadings. For instance, a
common hierarchy might involve: Centered, All Caps for chapter titles; Centered, Title Case for main
section headings; and Flush Left, Title Case, Italicized for sub-subheadings. Always ensure your
chosen hierarchy is applied uniformly throughout the document.

Text Formatting and Paragraphs

The core text of your thesis or dissertation should be formatted for maximum readability. CMOS
recommends using a standard, legible font such as Times New Roman or Arial, usually in 12-point
size. Double-spacing is standard for the main text, with single-spacing often used for block
quotations, footnotes, and endnotes. Paragraphs should be indented at the beginning, with a
consistent indentation size (typically 0.5 inches). Blank lines should not be used to separate
paragraphs; indentation serves this purpose. Page numbers should be consistently placed, usually in
the top or bottom right corner of each page, starting from the first page of the main body text.

Citations and References: Giving Credit Where It's Due

Accurate and consistent citation is a cornerstone of academic integrity. The Chicago Manual of Style
offers two primary systems for citation: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system.
Understanding which system your discipline or institution requires is the first step. Regardless of
the system chosen, meticulous attention to detail is paramount to avoid plagiarism and to allow
readers to trace your sources effectively.

Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text. Each
footnote or endnote contains a numbered reference corresponding to a citation in the bibliography
at the end of the work. The first citation of a source is typically a full bibliographic entry, while
subsequent citations of the same source can be shortened. This system is prevalent in the
humanities and arts. The bibliography itself is an alphabetized list of all sources consulted and cited.

Author-Date System

The author-date system places the author's last name and the year of publication in parentheses
within the text (e.g., (Smith 2020)). This is often accompanied by a page number for direct
quotations (e.g., (Smith 2020, 45)). A corresponding reference list at the end of the document
provides full bibliographic details for each cited source, alphabetized by author's last name. This
system is commonly used in the social sciences and natural sciences.

Bibliography/Reference List Formatting

Both citation systems require a comprehensive bibliography or reference list. CMOS provides
detailed instructions for formatting entries for various types of sources, including books, journal
articles, websites, and unpublished works. Key elements include author names, titles, publication



information, and DOIs or URLs. Consistency in punctuation, capitalization, and order of information
is essential for each entry. For example, book entries typically include author, title, publication city,
publisher, and year. Journal articles require author, article title, journal title, volume, issue, and
page numbers.

Figures, Tables, and Appendices: Visualizing and
Supplementing Data

The inclusion of figures, tables, and appendices can significantly enhance the clarity and impact of
your thesis or dissertation. CMOS provides specific guidelines for formatting these elements to
ensure they are easily understood and integrated seamlessly with the main text. Proper labeling,
captioning, and placement are crucial for their effectiveness.

Formatting Figures and Tables

Figures (charts, graphs, images, etc.) and tables present data in a visual or structured format. Each
figure and table should be assigned a number (e.g., Figure 1, Table 1) and a clear, descriptive title.
The title should be placed either above or below the element, depending on whether it is a table or a
figure, following institutional guidelines or CMOS recommendations. Captions should be concise and
informative, explaining the content without requiring extensive reference to the main text. Figures
and tables should be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text, or collected at the
end of the document or in an appendix if they are numerous.

Placement and Referencing

When referring to a figure or table in the main text, use its number (e.g., "as shown in Figure 2" or
"see Table 3"). CMOS recommends placing figures and tables either embedded within the text after
their first mention or grouped together at the end of the relevant chapter or in a separate appendix.
If embedding, ensure that the text flows around them gracefully and that they do not disrupt the
reading experience.

Structuring Appendices

Appendices are used to include supplementary material that is too lengthy or detailed for the main
body of the text but is essential for a complete understanding of the research. This can include raw
data, survey instruments, interview transcripts, or extensive methodological descriptions. Each
appendix should be clearly labeled, typically with capital letters (Appendix A, Appendix B) or Roman
numerals, and include a title. Within the appendix, material should be organized logically, and if
multiple items are included, they may be further divided into sections with their own headings.

Manuscript Preparation and Submission: The Final



Polish

The final stages of preparing your thesis or dissertation involve meticulous proofreading, final
formatting checks, and understanding the submission process. Adhering to CMOS formatting
guidelines right up to the end ensures that your hard work is presented in its best possible light and
meets all academic requirements for graduation.

Proofreading and Editing

Thorough proofreading is non-negotiable. This involves checking for grammatical errors, typos,
punctuation mistakes, and inconsistencies in formatting, citations, and terminology. Reading your
work aloud, using grammar-checking software, and having a fresh pair of eyes review your
manuscript can be invaluable. Ensure that all elements - from page numbering to heading styles -
are perfectly aligned with CMOS and your institution’s specific requirements.

Electronic Submission Standards

Most universities now require electronic submission of theses and dissertations. This typically
involves submitting your document as a PDF file. Before converting to PDF, ensure that all internal
links (if any, though generally avoided in thesis formatting) are functional and that the document
layout remains intact. Check your university’s guidelines for specific file naming conventions,
preferred PDF settings, and any required cover pages or forms to be submitted alongside your
manuscript.

Archival and Binding Considerations

While digital submission is standard, some institutions may still require physical copies for archival
purposes or for personal use. If binding is required, CMOS and your university will have
specifications regarding cover material, color, title stamping, and the order of preliminary pages.
Confirm these details well in advance, as binding services can take time to complete.












Q: What are the main citation styles offered by the Chicago
Manual of Style for theses and dissertations?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers two primary citation systems for theses and
dissertations: the notes-bibliography system, which uses footnotes or endnotes and a bibliography,
and the author-date system, which uses in-text citations with author and date, accompanied by a
reference list.

Q: How should I format the title page of my thesis or
dissertation according to Chicago Manual of Style guidelines?

A: The title page should prominently display the title of your work, your name, degree information,
department, university name, and submission date. CMOS emphasizes clarity and proper
capitalization for the title, with specific formatting details often also dictated by individual university
guidelines.

Q: What is the recommended spacing for the main body text in
a thesis or dissertation following Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends double-spacing for the main body text of
theses and dissertations. Single-spacing is typically reserved for elements like block quotations,
footnotes, and endnotes.

Q: How do I number pages in my thesis or dissertation
according to Chicago Manual of Style?

A: CMOS typically requires page numbers to be placed consistently, usually in the top or bottom
right corner of each page. Preliminary pages (abstract, table of contents, etc.) are often numbered
with lowercase Roman numerals, while the main body text begins with Arabic numerals, often
starting on the first page of Chapter 1 or the introduction.

Q: What is the purpose of the abstract in a thesis or
dissertation, and what are the formatting considerations?

A: The abstract provides a concise summary of the research, including the problem, methods,
findings, and conclusions. CMOS emphasizes clarity and brevity, with a word count typically ranging
from 150 to 350 words. It is placed after the title page and before the acknowledgments.

Q: How should figures and tables be labeled and referenced
within a Chicago-style thesis or dissertation?

A: Figures and tables should be sequentially numbered (e.g., Figure 1, Table 1) and accompanied by



clear, descriptive titles. They should be referred to in the text by their numbers. CMOS provides
guidance on placement, often recommending they appear soon after their first mention in the text or
are grouped in an appendix.

Q: Is there a specific guideline for indentation of paragraphs
in a Chicago Manual of Style thesis or dissertation?

A: Yes, CMOS generally recommends indenting the first line of each paragraph by approximately 0.5
inches. Blank lines should not be used to separate paragraphs; the indentation serves this purpose.

Q: What are the key differences between the notes-
bibliography and author-date citation systems in CMOS?

A: The notes-bibliography system uses numbered notes (footnotes or endnotes) for citations within
the text, corresponding to a bibliography. The author-date system uses in-text parenthetical citations
(author, date) that link to a reference list. The former is common in the humanities, while the latter
is used in the sciences and social sciences.

Q: Should I include a list of abbreviations if I use many in my
thesis or dissertation?

A: Yes, if you use numerous abbreviations, a list of abbreviations is highly recommended for clarity.
This list is typically placed after the table of contents and before the abstract or introduction. It
should include each abbreviation and its full meaning.
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