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Understanding Chicago Style Formatting for Thesis Students

chicago style formatting thesis students often face a significant hurdle in their academic journey: mastering
the intricate guidelines of the Chicago Manual of Style. This comprehensive guide is designed to demystify
the process, providing a detailed roadmap for students tackling their theses, dissertations, and academic
papers. We will delve into the core components of Chicago style, including citation methods, formatting
requirements for the document's structure, and best practices for ensuring accuracy and consistency.
Understanding these elements is crucial for presenting scholarly work with clarity, credibility, and
adherence to academic standards. This article will equip you with the knowledge to confidently apply
Chicago style, from the initial draft to the final submission, ensuring your research is presented
professionally and effectively.
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Understanding the Two Chicago Style Systems
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) presents two distinct citation systems that students must choose
between for their thesis or dissertation: the Notes-Bibliography (NB) system and the Author-Date system.
The choice between these two is often dictated by the specific academic discipline or the requirements of
the institution and department. The NB system, commonly used in the humanities, history, and literature,
relies on footnotes or endnotes for citations, coupled with a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the
work. This system allows for more detailed explanatory notes and the inclusion of secondary sources
without disrupting the flow of the main text. Conversely, the Author-Date system, favored in the social
sciences and natural sciences, uses parenthetical citations in the text that include the author's last name and
the publication year, also accompanied by a reference list at the end.

For thesis students, understanding the nuances of each system is paramount. The NB system offers



flexibility in adding tangential information or elaborating on points that don't fit neatly into the narrative,
contributing to a richer academic discourse. The Bibliography in this system serves as a comprehensive
record of all consulted sources. The Author-Date system, on the other hand, prioritizes the immediate
identification of the source and its publication date, facilitating a quick cross-reference for readers, especially
in fields where the timeliness of research is a critical factor. Regardless of the chosen system, consistency in
application throughout the entire thesis is non-negotiable for maintaining academic integrity and
professionalism.

Key Components of Chicago Style for Theses
When preparing a thesis or dissertation using Chicago style, several core components require meticulous
attention to detail. These include the overall structure of the document, the methods of citation, and the
specific formatting of various elements like tables, figures, and the bibliography. Adhering to these
components ensures that the thesis is not only well-researched but also presented in a clear, organized, and
academically sound manner, reflecting the student's dedication to scholarly rigor.

Front Matter: Title Page, Abstract, and Table of Contents
The initial pages of a Chicago style thesis, often referred to as the front matter, are critical for setting the
stage and providing essential navigational information for the reader. The title page must include the thesis
title, the author's name, the degree sought, the department, the university, and the date of submission. The
abstract is a concise summary of the entire thesis, typically ranging from 150 to 350 words, outlining the
research question, methodology, findings, and conclusions. The table of contents, which follows the abstract,
lists all major sections, chapters, and subheadings of the thesis, along with their corresponding page
numbers, allowing readers to easily locate specific content.

Main Body: Chapters and Content Organization
The main body of the thesis comprises the substantive content, usually divided into chapters. Each chapter
should logically flow from the previous one, building a cohesive argument or presenting findings in a
structured manner. Within chapters, students will incorporate their research, analysis, and arguments,
utilizing Chicago style for all in-text citations and referencing. The organization within chapters, including
headings, subheadings, and paragraph breaks, should facilitate readability and clarity, guiding the reader
through the complex information presented.

Back Matter: Appendices, Notes, and Bibliography
The back matter of a Chicago style thesis typically includes appendices, notes, and the bibliography.
Appendices are used for supplementary material that is too extensive or tangential for the main text, such



as raw data, questionnaires, or lengthy transcripts. If the Notes-Bibliography system is used, endnotes (or
footnotes) will contain the detailed citations and any explanatory material. The bibliography, a mandatory
component regardless of the citation system chosen, provides an alphabetical list of all sources cited in the
thesis. This section is crucial for academic transparency and allows readers to verify the sources used and
explore them further.

Formatting Your Thesis According to Chicago Style
Beyond the content itself, the physical presentation of a thesis is governed by specific formatting rules in
Chicago style. These rules ensure uniformity and professionalism across all academic submissions. Key
formatting considerations include margins, font choices, spacing, pagination, and the presentation of
headings and subheadings. Diligent adherence to these guidelines is not merely a matter of aesthetics; it
demonstrates a student's attention to detail and respect for academic conventions.

Margins, Font, and Spacing Requirements
Chicago style generally recommends 1-inch margins on all sides of the page (top, bottom, left, and right).
This consistent margin size ensures that text is neither too cramped nor too sprawling. For the font, a clear,
readable serif typeface such as Times New Roman or Garamond is typically preferred, usually in 12-point
size. Double-spacing is the standard for the main text of the thesis, including the body of the chapters and
most of the front and back matter, with exceptions for block quotations, which are often single-spaced and
indented. This spacing enhances readability and provides ample room for handwritten annotations if the
document is being reviewed in print.

Pagination and Page Numbering
Pagination in a Chicago style thesis follows a specific convention. The front matter, including the title page,
abstract, and table of contents, is typically numbered using lowercase Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, etc.). The
first page of the main body of the thesis (usually the beginning of Chapter 1) marks the start of Arabic
numeral pagination (1, 2, 3, etc.). Page numbers are usually centered or placed in the top right corner of the
page. The thesis title page is not numbered, but it counts as page i. This structured approach to pagination
helps readers navigate the document efficiently.

Headings and Subheadings for Clarity
The effective use of headings and subheadings is vital for organizing the content of a thesis and guiding the
reader through complex information. Chicago style does not prescribe a rigid hierarchy of headings, but
consistency and clarity are paramount. Typically, chapter titles are centered and may be in all caps, while
main subheadings are often left-aligned and bolded. Subsequent levels of subheadings should be clearly



distinguished through formatting, such as indentation, capitalization, or font style, ensuring a logical
progression of topics and subtopics within each chapter. This visual hierarchy helps break up large blocks of
text and makes the thesis more accessible.

Citations in Chicago Style: Notes and Bibliography
The cornerstone of academic integrity in a thesis is proper citation. Chicago style offers two primary
methods for incorporating sources: the Notes-Bibliography (NB) system and the Author-Date system. For
many students, particularly those in the humanities, the NB system is the default, requiring the use of
footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and a comprehensive bibliography at the end of the work. This
system allows for detailed commentary and nuanced referencing.

In-Text Citations (Notes) Explained
In the Notes-Bibliography system, in-text citations are handled through superscripts placed after the
relevant sentence or clause, referencing either footnotes at the bottom of the page or endnotes at the
conclusion of the chapter or the entire document. The first time a source is cited, the note provides full
bibliographic information. Subsequent citations of the same source use a shortened format, typically
including the author's last name, a shortened title of the work, and the page number(s). If a source is cited
consecutively, the term "Ibid." (meaning "in the same place") can be used, followed by a page number if
different from the preceding note.

Here is an example of how a note might look for a book:

1. Michael Pollan, The Omnivore's Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals (New York: Penguin
Press, 2006), 99.

2. Ibid., 105.

3. Pollan, Omnivore's Dilemma, 150.

The Bibliography: A Comprehensive List
The bibliography is an essential component of any thesis using Chicago style, serving as an alphabetical
compilation of all sources cited within the text. It is crucial that every source mentioned in the notes or
parenthetical citations is listed in the bibliography, and conversely, every entry in the bibliography must
have been cited in the text. The bibliography entries themselves follow specific formatting rules that
mirror the full note format but are presented as a continuous paragraph or block of text, depending on the



specific Chicago style edition being followed. Entries are typically arranged alphabetically by author's last
name.

Common Citation Examples for Theses
Mastering common citation formats is crucial for thesis students. Different types of sources—books, journal
articles, websites, interviews—require distinct formatting. For a book, a typical note entry would include
author, title, publication details, and page number. A journal article note would include author, article title,
journal title, volume, issue, year, and page numbers. The bibliography entries would largely mirror these
but be presented in a slightly different format, often with the author's last name first.

Here are some common examples:

Book: Author Last Name, First Name. Book Title. Place of Publication: Publisher, Year.

Journal Article: Author Last Name, First Name. "Article Title." Journal Title Volume, no. Issue
(Year): Page numbers.

Website: Author Last Name, First Name (if available). "Page Title." Website Name. Last modified
Date (if available). Accessed Month Day, Year. URL.

For example, a bibliography entry for a book might look like this: Pollan, Michael. The Omnivore's
Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals. New York: Penguin Press, 2006.

Formatting Tables and Figures in Chicago Style
The inclusion of tables and figures in a thesis can greatly enhance its clarity and impact, but their
presentation must adhere to Chicago style guidelines. These guidelines ensure that visual elements are
clearly labeled, easily understood, and consistently formatted throughout the document, integrating
seamlessly with the written text. Proper formatting of tables and figures contributes significantly to the
overall professionalism and academic rigor of the thesis.

Tables: Numbering, Titles, and Content
Tables in Chicago style are typically numbered consecutively (Table 1, Table 2, etc.) and are usually placed
as close as possible to their first mention in the text. Each table should have a clear, concise title that
immediately informs the reader about its content. The title is usually placed above the table. Within the
table itself, column headings should be descriptive, and data should be presented clearly. Notes for tables, if
necessary to explain abbreviations, symbols, or statistical measures, are placed below the table and are often



preceded by "Note:" or "Notes:".

Figures: Numbering, Captions, and Placement
Figures, which encompass charts, graphs, maps, illustrations, and photographs, also follow a strict
numbering and titling convention. Figures are numbered consecutively (Figure 1, Figure 2, etc.) and are
usually placed after the first textual reference to them. Unlike tables, the title or caption for a figure is
typically placed below the figure itself. The caption should be descriptive and informative, providing
context for the visual element. If the figure is from a source other than the author's own creation, proper
citation within the caption or in a separate note is essential, ensuring attribution and avoiding plagiarism.

Referencing Tables and Figures in the Text
It is crucial to refer to every table and figure within the main body of the thesis. This reference alerts the
reader to the importance of the visual element and guides them to consult it for supporting evidence or
detailed information. References are typically made by the table or figure number, such as "as shown in
Figure 1" or "Table 3 presents the results." The text should then briefly explain what the table or figure
illustrates, connecting the visual information to the overall argument or findings of the thesis. This
integration ensures that tables and figures are not merely decorative but are integral components of the
research presentation.

Proofreading and Final Checks for Chicago Style Theses
The final stage of preparing a Chicago style thesis involves meticulous proofreading and a thorough review
of all formatting and citation elements. This stage is critical for catching errors that could detract from the
scholarly impact of the research. A comprehensive checklist can be invaluable for ensuring that all aspects
of the Chicago Manual of Style have been correctly applied, from the minutiae of punctuation to the overall
structure and consistency of the document.

Consistency in Citations and Bibliography
One of the most common pitfalls in Chicago style is inconsistency in citations and bibliography entries. It is
imperative to ensure that every note or parenthetical citation has a corresponding entry in the
bibliography, and vice versa. Furthermore, the formatting of each note and bibliography entry must be
uniform throughout the document. This includes the correct use of italics, punctuation, abbreviations, and
the order of bibliographic elements. A systematic review, perhaps by checking each cited source against its
bibliography entry, is highly recommended.



Grammar, Spelling, and Punctuation Review
Beyond citation accuracy, a scrupulous review of grammar, spelling, and punctuation is essential. Chicago
style has specific rules for elements like serial commas, possessives, and the use of hyphens, which must be
applied consistently. Errors in these areas can undermine the author's credibility and distract the reader
from the content. Reading the thesis aloud can help identify awkward phrasing and grammatical mistakes.
It is also beneficial to have a fresh pair of eyes, such as a peer or a professional editor, review the document
for errors that might have been overlooked.

Adherence to Institutional Guidelines
While the Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines, academic institutions and
departments often have their own specific requirements for thesis formatting. These institutional
guidelines may supplement or, in some cases, override certain aspects of the CMOS. Therefore, it is crucial
for students to consult their university's graduate student handbook or departmental guidelines for any
specific formatting mandates regarding margins, paper size, font, or submission procedures. Ensuring
compliance with both CMOS and institutional rules is the ultimate goal for a polished and acceptable thesis.

FAQ

Q: What is the difference between the Notes-Bibliography and Author-
Date systems in Chicago style for theses?
A: The Notes-Bibliography (NB) system uses footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and a bibliography.
It's common in humanities. The Author-Date system uses parenthetical citations (author, year) in the text
and a reference list. It's common in social and natural sciences. Both require a comprehensive
bibliography/reference list at the end.

Q: How do I format my thesis title page in Chicago style?
A: A Chicago style thesis title page typically includes the thesis title, your full name, the degree you are
pursuing, the department and university name, and the date of submission. Specific formatting for spacing
and capitalization may vary slightly by institution.

Q: Should I use footnotes or endnotes in my thesis?
A: The choice between footnotes and endnotes in Chicago style is largely a matter of preference and
institutional guidelines, though the Notes-Bibliography system is used for both. Footnotes appear at the
bottom of the page, while endnotes are collected at the end of each chapter or the entire document.



Endnotes are often preferred for theses to avoid page layout issues.

Q: How do I cite a website in my thesis using Chicago style?
A: Citing a website in Chicago style requires the author's name (if available), the title of the specific page or
document, the name of the website, the date of publication or last modification (if available), the access date,
and the URL. The format for notes and bibliography entries will differ slightly.

Q: What is the correct way to format block quotations in a Chicago style
thesis?
A: Block quotations, typically for passages of 5 or more lines of prose or 3 or more lines of poetry, should be
indented from the left margin (usually 0.5 inches). They are generally single-spaced and do not use
quotation marks. The citation follows the quotation without a preceding footnote/endnote number.

Q: How do I create a bibliography in Chicago style?
A: The bibliography is an alphabetical list of all sources cited in your thesis. Entries are formatted according
to Chicago style rules for the specific source type (book, article, website, etc.) and include author, title,
publication details, and page numbers where applicable. Each entry begins at the left margin, with
subsequent lines indented.

Q: What are the standard margin and font requirements for a Chicago
style thesis?
A: Generally, Chicago style recommends 1-inch margins on all sides of the page. A readable serif font, such
as Times New Roman or Garamond, in 12-point size is standard. The main text of the thesis should be
double-spaced.

Q: How should I number my pages in a Chicago style thesis?
A: The front matter of your thesis (title page, abstract, table of contents) is typically numbered with
lowercase Roman numerals (i, ii, iii). The main body of the thesis (chapters) begins with Arabic numerals
(1, 2, 3), starting with the first page of text. The title page itself is not numbered but counts as page i.

Q: What if my university has different formatting rules than the Chicago



Manual of Style?
A: Always prioritize your university's or department's specific formatting guidelines over general Chicago
style rules if there is a conflict. Consult your institution's graduate student handbook or your advisor for
clarification on any discrepancies. Consistency with institutional requirements is crucial for thesis approval.
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