
chicago style for beginners quick guide
A Chicago Style for Beginners Quick Guide to Citation and Formatting

chicago style for beginners quick guide: Navigating academic and professional writing can often
feel like deciphering a secret code, and citation styles are a prime example. For those new to the
Chicago Manual of Style, understanding its nuances can seem daunting. This comprehensive guide is
designed to demystify Chicago style, offering a clear and accessible approach to its fundamental
principles. We will delve into the two primary citation systems: the Notes-Bibliography system and the
Author-Date system, explaining when and how to use each effectively. Furthermore, this quick guide
will cover essential formatting guidelines, including in-text citations, bibliographies, and general
manuscript preparation, ensuring your work adheres to this widely respected citation standard. Our
aim is to equip beginners with the confidence and knowledge to apply Chicago style accurately in
their writing projects.
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Understanding Chicago Style's Dual Systems

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a venerable and widely used style guide in academic and
professional writing, particularly within the humanities and some social sciences. A key characteristic
of Chicago style, and often a point of initial confusion for beginners, is its adoption of two distinct
citation systems: the Notes-Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. Each system serves
different purposes and is preferred in different academic disciplines, making it crucial for writers to
understand their fundamental differences and applications.

Choosing the correct system is often dictated by the specific journal, publisher, or instructor’s
requirements. The Notes-Bibliography system is predominantly favored in history, literature, and the
arts, emphasizing detailed endnotes or footnotes for citations. Conversely, the Author-Date system,
more common in the social and natural sciences, uses parenthetical in-text citations that correspond
to a reference list at the end of the work. Understanding these foundational differences is the first
step towards mastering Chicago style for beginners.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The Notes-Bibliography system is characterized by its use of numbered notes—either footnotes at the
bottom of the page or endnotes at the conclusion of the text—to cite sources. Each time a source is



referenced, a corresponding superscript number is placed in the text, leading the reader to the
relevant note. This system provides a more narrative and less intrusive approach to in-text citations,
allowing the main body of the text to flow without frequent parenthetical interruptions. It is
particularly useful when a writer wishes to include extensive commentary or tangential information
that would disrupt the main argument.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes
In the Notes-Bibliography system, writers have the choice between footnotes and endnotes. Footnotes
appear at the bottom of the page where the citation is made. This proximity allows for immediate
reference but can sometimes crowd the page. Endnotes, on the other hand, are collected at the end
of the document, chapter, or book. While this keeps the main text clean, it requires readers to flip to
the back of the work to consult the citation. The choice between footnotes and endnotes is often a
matter of preference or specific publication guidelines.

First vs. Subsequent Citations
A critical aspect of the Notes-Bibliography system is the formatting difference between the first
citation of a source and subsequent citations. The first note for a source is typically more detailed,
including full publication information. Subsequent notes for the same source are abbreviated, usually
including the author’s last name, a shortened title, and the page number. This distinction helps to
avoid repetition and keeps the notes concise, a key benefit of this system for lengthy works.

The Author-Date System

The Author-Date system is the other primary citation method within Chicago style, often chosen for its
conciseness and suitability for disciplines where rapid source identification is paramount. In this
system, in-text citations consist of the author’s last name and the year of publication, enclosed in
parentheses. For instance, a citation might appear as (Smith 2023, 45). This method is less
interruptive to the main text than extensive footnotes and allows readers to quickly pinpoint the
source and year of publication, facilitating a direct connection between the text and the sources cited.

In-Text Citations
When using the Author-Date system, in-text citations are crucial for attributing ideas and information
to their original sources. These parenthetical citations typically include the author’s last name, the
publication year, and, when directly quoting or paraphrasing specific information, the relevant page
number. For example, a direct quote would be cited as (Johnson 2022, 112). If the author’s name is
mentioned within the sentence, only the year and page number are needed in parentheses.

Reference List Requirements
Complementing the in-text citations, the Author-Date system requires a comprehensive Reference



List at the end of the document. This list enumerates all sources cited within the text, presented in
alphabetical order by the author’s last name. Each entry in the Reference List provides full
bibliographic details, allowing readers to locate and consult the original works. The format of each
entry follows specific Chicago style guidelines, ensuring consistency and clarity.

General Formatting Guidelines in Chicago Style

Beyond the specific citation systems, Chicago style also dictates general formatting conventions that
contribute to the professionalism and readability of a document. Adhering to these guidelines ensures
consistency and presents a polished academic or professional product. These rules cover aspects of
manuscript preparation, including margins, font choices, and the presentation of titles and headings,
all of which are vital for beginners to understand.

Manuscript Preparation
For a Chicago style manuscript, standard formatting is generally expected. This includes using a
readable font, typically 12-point Times New Roman or a similar serif font, and double-spacing the
entire document, including block quotations and notes. Margins should be set at approximately one
inch on all sides. The first page of the manuscript usually includes the title, author’s name, and course
information, centered and double-spaced. Page numbering typically begins on the first page of the
text and is placed in the upper right-hand corner.

Headings and Subheadings
Chicago style offers flexibility in formatting headings and subheadings, but consistency is key. Often,
main headings are centered and in all caps or title case. Subheadings may be aligned to the left and
in title case, or indented and italicized. The specific hierarchy and styling of headings should be
applied uniformly throughout the document to guide the reader through the structure of the text.

Crafting Your Bibliography or Reference List

Whether employing the Notes-Bibliography system or the Author-Date system, the creation of a
comprehensive list of sources at the end of your document is a cornerstone of Chicago style. This list
serves as a testament to your research and allows readers to verify your information and explore your
sources further. Understanding the meticulous details of formatting these lists is essential for any
beginner.

Bibliography (Notes-Bibliography System)
In the Notes-Bibliography system, the final section is titled "Bibliography." This list includes all sources
cited in the notes, as well as any other sources consulted during the research process that informed
the work. Entries in the bibliography are alphabetized by the author’s last name and generally follow



a specific format that includes author, title, publication details, and page numbers. The first line of
each entry is flush left, with subsequent lines indented (hanging indent).

Reference List (Author-Date System)
For the Author-Date system, the concluding section is called the "Reference List." Unlike the
bibliography, the Reference List typically includes only those sources that have been explicitly cited
within the text. Like the bibliography, entries are alphabetized by the author’s last name and utilize a
hanging indent. The level of detail in each entry aims to provide enough information for readers to
easily locate the source.

Common Citation Examples

To solidify understanding for beginners, examining common citation examples in Chicago style is
invaluable. These examples illustrate how different types of sources—books, journal articles,
websites—are formatted within both the Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems. Mastering
these specific formats will significantly ease the process of citing your own research.

Book Citations
For a book in the Notes-Bibliography system (first note):
Author Last Name, Author First Name. Title of Book. City: Publisher, Year. Page number.
For a book in the Notes-Bibliography system (subsequent note):
Author Last Name, Shortened Title of Book, Page number.
For a book in the Author-Date system:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. Year. Title of Book. City: Publisher.

Journal Article Citations
For a journal article in the Notes-Bibliography system (first note):
Author Last Name, Author First Name. “Title of Article.” Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue (Year): Page
range.

For a journal article in the Author-Date system:
Author Last Name, Author First Name. Year. “Title of Article.” Title of Journal Volume (Issue): Page
range.

Website Citations
For a website in the Notes-Bibliography system:
Author Last Name, Author First Name (if available). “Title of Webpage.” Title of Website. Publication
Date (if available). Accessed Month Day, Year. URL.

For a website in the Author-Date system:
Author Last Name, Author First Name (if available). Year. “Title of Webpage.” Title of Website.



Publication Date (if available). Accessed Month Day, Year. URL.

Final Thoughts on Chicago Style Mastery
While mastering Chicago style may seem like a complex undertaking initially, a systematic approach
and consistent practice can lead to proficiency. The key lies in understanding the foundational
differences between the Notes-Bibliography and Author-Date systems and diligently applying the
formatting rules for both in-text citations and end-of-text lists. For beginners, it is always advisable to
consult the official Chicago Manual of Style or its abridged versions for precise guidelines, as nuances
exist for every citation scenario. By focusing on accuracy and clarity, writers can confidently navigate
the requirements of Chicago style, enhancing the credibility and professional presentation of their
work.

FAQ

Q: What is the main difference between the Notes-
Bibliography and Author-Date systems in Chicago style?
A: The main difference lies in how sources are cited within the text and compiled at the end. The
Notes-Bibliography system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and includes a
comprehensive Bibliography. The Author-Date system uses parenthetical in-text citations (Author
Year) and a Reference List of cited sources.

Q: Which Chicago style system is more common in academic
writing?
A: The preference for either the Notes-Bibliography or Author-Date system often depends on the
academic discipline. The Notes-Bibliography system is generally favored in the humanities (history,
literature, art history), while the Author-Date system is more prevalent in the social and natural
sciences.

Q: What information is included in the first note citation in the
Notes-Bibliography system?
A: The first note citation for a source in the Notes-Bibliography system is comprehensive, typically
including the author’s full name, the full title of the work, publication details (city, publisher, year),
and the specific page number being referenced.

Q: How do subsequent notes differ from the first note in the
Notes-Bibliography system?
A: Subsequent notes for a previously cited source are abbreviated to save space and avoid repetition.
They usually include the author’s last name, a shortened title of the work, and the specific page
number.



Q: Can I mix and match the Notes-Bibliography and Author-
Date systems in one paper?
A: No, it is crucial to choose one system and use it consistently throughout your entire document.
Mixing systems can lead to confusion and unprofessional presentation. Always follow the guidelines
provided by your instructor or publisher.

Q: What is the purpose of a hanging indent in Chicago style
bibliographies and reference lists?
A: A hanging indent is used to make lists of sources easier to read and scan. The first line of each
citation is aligned to the left margin, and subsequent lines are indented. This visually separates each
entry and highlights the author’s last name, which is often the primary sorting element.

Q: How should I cite a website in Chicago style if no author or
publication date is listed?
A: If no author is listed for a website, you generally begin the citation with the title of the webpage. If
no publication date is available, you should include an access date when you viewed the webpage.
Always consult the latest edition of the Chicago Manual of Style for the most accurate guidance on
such edge cases.
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