
chicago style guide for writing students
The chicago style guide for writing students is an indispensable resource for academic and
professional writing. Mastering its intricacies ensures clarity, consistency, and credibility in
your work, whether you're crafting essays, research papers, or dissertations. This
comprehensive guide delves into the core principles of Chicago style, covering everything
from citation methods and bibliographical entries to manuscript preparation and common
grammatical pitfalls. Understanding these conventions is not merely about following rules;
it's about communicating your ideas effectively and adhering to the established standards
within academic disciplines.
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Understanding Chicago Style Basics

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is one of the most widely used style guides in
academic publishing, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. Its primary goal is
to provide a consistent framework for presenting written information, making it easier for
readers to understand and navigate complex texts. For students, adopting Chicago style
means demonstrating a commitment to scholarly rigor and attention to detail, which are
crucial for academic success.

Unlike some other style guides that might prioritize brevity or a specific disciplinary focus,
Chicago style offers a robust and flexible system that accommodates a wide range of
writing needs. It is known for its comprehensive nature, covering not only citation but also
matters of grammar, punctuation, manuscript submission, and even the ethical
considerations of publishing. Students beginning their academic journeys will find that a
solid understanding of these foundational elements is key to producing polished and
persuasive work.

The Importance of Consistency

Consistency is the cornerstone of any style guide, and Chicago style is no exception.
Whether you are using the notes-bibliography system or the author-date system,
maintaining uniformity in your citations, formatting, and language is paramount. This



consistency helps readers follow your arguments without distraction and builds trust in the
accuracy and reliability of your research. For students, this means developing a habit of
applying the same rules meticulously throughout their entire document.

Scope and Application

The Chicago Manual of Style is not just for published books; it is an essential guide for
students writing essays, research papers, theses, and dissertations. Its principles apply to a
broad spectrum of academic writing, offering solutions for common stylistic challenges.
Familiarizing yourself with its guidelines early in your academic career can save significant
time and effort when preparing final drafts for submission to professors or journals.

Citation Systems in Chicago Style

Chicago style offers two distinct citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the
author-date system. Each system serves a different purpose and is preferred in different
academic fields. Understanding the nuances of both will help you choose the most
appropriate method for your assignments and research.

The Notes-Bibliography System

This system is prevalent in fields like history, literature, and art. It uses numbered footnotes
or endnotes to cite sources within the text, with a corresponding bibliography at the end of
the work that lists all cited sources alphabetically. This method allows for detailed
commentary and tangential information within the notes, while the bibliography provides a
concise overview of the sources consulted.

The beauty of the notes-bibliography system lies in its ability to embed explanatory notes
or additional context directly within the citation process. This can be particularly useful for
students who wish to elaborate on a point without disrupting the flow of their main
argument. Each note is assigned a superscript number in the text, and the corresponding
note (either at the bottom of the page or at the end of the document) provides the source
information.

The Author-Date System

The author-date system is more commonly found in the social sciences and natural
sciences. Instead of footnotes or endnotes, it places parenthetical citations directly in the
text, typically including the author's last name and the publication year. A reference list at
the end of the paper provides full bibliographic details for each source mentioned in the
text.



This system is valued for its conciseness and directness. By embedding the author and date
of publication directly within the narrative, readers can quickly identify the origin of an idea
or piece of information. This immediate attribution is especially useful in fields where the
chronological development of ideas or the latest research findings are of critical
importance. Students using this system must ensure that every in-text citation corresponds
to an entry in their reference list.

In-Text Citations: Notes and Bibliography

When employing the notes-bibliography system, the in-text citation method is primarily
through numbered notes, which can appear as footnotes or endnotes. Each source
consulted that is referenced in the text receives a superscript number. This number
corresponds to a note at the bottom of the page (footnote) or at the end of the chapter or
document (endnote).

Footnotes vs. Endnotes

Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the citation occurs, providing immediate
reference for the reader without them having to look elsewhere on the page. Endnotes, on
the other hand, are collected at the end of the document, chapter, or section. While both
are acceptable within Chicago style, the choice often depends on the publisher's preference
or the specific requirements of an assignment. Students should clarify which type is
expected.

The content of a note can vary depending on whether it is a first citation of a source or a
subsequent one. For the first citation, the note will include full publication details. For
subsequent citations of the same source, a shortened version of the note is used, typically
including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page number. This convention
helps to keep the notes concise while still providing enough information for clear
identification.

Subsequent Citations and Indirect Sources

For repeated citations of the same source within a section, Chicago style recommends
using a shortened note format. This typically includes the author's last name, the title of the
work (often italicized or in quotation marks depending on the original publication type), and
the specific page number being referenced. This practice avoids repetitive full citations and
streamlines the reading experience.

When citing an indirect source, meaning a source that is cited within another source you
consulted, Chicago style requires you to indicate this clearly. You would cite the original
work that you consulted, but in your note, you would also mention that the information was
found in a particular secondary source. For instance, if you are citing a quote from Smith



that you found in an article by Jones, your note would indicate something like: "Smith, as
quoted in Jones, 'Article Title,' page number."

Bibliographic Entries: Crafting Your References

The bibliography, a critical component of the notes-bibliography system, is an alphabetical
list of all the sources cited in your work. It provides a comprehensive overview of the
materials you consulted, allowing readers to locate and verify your sources. The format of
each entry must be precise and consistent according to Chicago style guidelines.

Structure of a Bibliographic Entry

Each bibliographic entry typically includes four key pieces of information, often presented in
a specific order and punctuated accordingly: author, title, publication information, and page
numbers or other locators. The order and punctuation can vary slightly depending on the
type of source, such as a book, journal article, or website. For example, book entries usually
follow the pattern: Author. Title. Publication City: Publisher, Year.

Journal articles follow a similar pattern but include additional details for precise
identification. The general format for a journal article in the bibliography is: Author. "Article
Title." Journal Title Volume, no. Issue (Year): Page range.

Formatting Different Source Types

Chicago style provides detailed instructions for formatting a wide array of source types. For
books, the core elements are author, title, publisher, and year. For edited volumes, you
would include the editor(s) in place of the author. For chapters in edited books, both the
chapter author and the editor(s) are listed, along with the book's overall title and
publication details.

Websites and online sources also have specific formatting requirements. These typically
include the author (if available), the title of the specific page or document, the name of the
website, the publication or last updated date, and the URL. Crucially, a date of access is
often included for online sources, as their content can change over time.

Books: Author. Title. Publication City: Publisher, Year.

Journal Articles: Author. "Article Title." Journal Title Volume, no. Issue (Year): Page
range.

Chapters in Edited Books: Chapter Author. "Chapter Title." In Book Title, edited by
Editor Name(s), Page range. Publication City: Publisher, Year.



Websites: Author (if known). "Page Title." Website Name. Last modified or published
date. URL (accessed Date).

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting

Beyond citations, Chicago style offers detailed guidance on the overall presentation of a
manuscript. Proper formatting ensures readability and professionalism, adhering to
established academic and publishing standards. This includes aspects like page numbering,
headings, and the presentation of tables and figures.

General Formatting Guidelines

A standard Chicago-style manuscript typically uses double-spacing throughout the text,
including block quotations and the bibliography. Margins are usually set at one inch on all
sides. The first page of the manuscript generally includes the title, author's name, and
affiliation, although specific requirements may vary based on assignment instructions.

Page numbering is typically placed in the upper right-hand corner of each page, starting
with the first page of the text itself. Front matter, such as the title page, abstract, and table
of contents, may or may not be numbered, or may be numbered with Roman numerals,
depending on the convention being followed.

Headings and Subheadings

Chicago style provides a system for using headings and subheadings to organize content
hierarchically. This helps readers follow the structure of your argument and locate specific
sections more easily. The hierarchy is typically indicated through different formatting
styles, such as capitalization, bolding, or italics.

For example, a main heading might be centered and in all caps, while a subheading could
be left-aligned and italicized. The specific levels and their formatting should be applied
consistently throughout the document to maintain clarity and a professional appearance.
Students should consult the CMOS for detailed examples of heading structures.

Tables, Figures, and Illustrations

When incorporating visual elements like tables, figures, or illustrations, Chicago style
dictates specific formatting and labeling conventions. Each item should be numbered
sequentially (e.g., Table 1, Figure 2) and have a clear title or caption. These visuals should



be placed as close as possible to their first mention in the text.

Notes can be added below tables and figures to provide additional context, define
abbreviations, or cite the source of the information presented. These notes should be
formatted according to Chicago style guidelines for captions and source attribution to
ensure accuracy and completeness.

Punctuation and Grammar Essentials

Meticulous attention to punctuation and grammar is vital for clear and effective writing, and
Chicago style offers comprehensive guidance in these areas. Mastering these conventions
not only improves the readability of your work but also reflects a strong command of the
English language.

Commas, Semicolons, and Colons

Chicago style has specific rules for the use of commas, semicolons, and colons. For
instance, the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma) is generally used in Chicago
style, which means a comma is placed before the final item in a list of three or more items.
This can help prevent ambiguity in complex lists.

Semicolons are used to join two independent clauses that are closely related in thought, or
to separate items in a list that already contain internal commas. Colons are used to
introduce lists, explanations, or quotations, and to separate titles from subtitles.

Apostrophes and Possessives

The correct use of apostrophes is crucial for indicating possession and contractions. For
possessives, singular nouns generally add an apostrophe and an "s" (e.g., "the student's
book"). Plural nouns that do not end in "s" also add an apostrophe and an "s" (e.g., "the
children's toys"), while plural nouns that end in "s" typically just take an apostrophe (e.g.,
"the students' desks").

For contractions, apostrophes indicate omitted letters (e.g., "it's" for "it is," "don't" for "do
not"). Chicago style generally advises against the use of contractions in formal academic
writing, though exceptions may apply depending on the context and assignment
instructions.

Verb Tense and Agreement



Maintaining consistent verb tense throughout your writing is essential for clarity. For
historical accounts or discussions of literature, the past tense is often used. When
describing ongoing research or general truths, the present tense is appropriate. Ensuring
that verbs agree in number with their subjects is also a fundamental rule; a singular subject
requires a singular verb, and a plural subject requires a plural verb.

Students should pay close attention to subjects that can be easily confused, such as
collective nouns or compound subjects, to ensure correct verb agreement. For example,
"The committee is meeting" versus "The committee members are meeting."

Common Errors to Avoid in Chicago Style

Even experienced writers can fall into common stylistic traps. Awareness of these frequent
errors in Chicago style can help students proactively edit their work for greater accuracy
and polish. Paying attention to these details can significantly improve the overall quality
and professionalism of a written piece.

Misuse of Quotation Marks

Chicago style has specific rules for integrating quotations into your text. Short quotations
are typically enclosed in quotation marks and incorporated directly into your sentences.
Longer quotations, usually exceeding four typed lines, are set off as block quotations, which
are indented and not enclosed in quotation marks. The placement of punctuation relative to
quotation marks also follows specific conventions; periods and commas generally go inside
closing quotation marks, while colons and semicolons go outside.

Incorrectly Formatted Titles

The way titles are presented in Chicago style depends on the type of work. Books and
journals are typically italicized, while titles of articles, essays, and chapters are enclosed in
quotation marks. This distinction is crucial for clear identification and adheres to
established conventions within academic publishing. Students must be careful to apply
these rules consistently.

Citation Inconsistencies

Perhaps the most common pitfall is inconsistency in citation formatting. This can manifest
as variations in punctuation, capitalization, or the inclusion of specific details across
different entries in the bibliography, or even within the notes themselves. Thorough
proofreading against the Chicago Manual of Style is essential to catch these errors.



Ensure all bibliographic entries follow the same format for author names.

Verify that publication details (city, publisher, year) are present and correctly
punctuated for each source.

Check that page numbers in notes correspond accurately to the cited material.

Confirm that the distinction between italicized and quoted titles is maintained.

Specialized Writing Situations in Chicago Style

Beyond general academic essays, Chicago style offers guidance for more specialized
writing contexts, such as dissertations, theses, and even creative works submitted for
publication. These contexts often involve unique formatting and citation considerations that
build upon the core principles.

Dissertations and Theses

While dissertations and theses generally adhere to the notes-bibliography or author-date
system, they often have additional formatting requirements imposed by the specific
university or department. These can include strict guidelines for preliminary pages (title
page, abstract, table of contents, list of figures/tables), chapter breaks, and the final
binding of the document. Students must consult their institution's graduate handbook for
these specific directives.

The bibliography section of a dissertation or thesis is often expected to be exceptionally
thorough, listing not only works directly cited but also significant background reading that
informed the research. The level of detail and the formatting of these entries should remain
consistent with the chosen citation system.

Creative Writing and Publishing

For students involved in creative writing or preparing manuscripts for publication, Chicago
style provides guidelines for elements like dialogue, character names, and scene breaks.
While the core citation principles remain, the emphasis shifts towards presenting narrative
elements clearly and effectively for a reading audience.

Manuscript preparation for publishers is a significant aspect of Chicago style. This involves
submitting a clean, well-formatted document that adheres to industry standards, making it
easier for editors and typesetters to work with. Understanding these conventions from an
early stage can be a significant advantage for aspiring authors.



Online and Digital Media

With the increasing prevalence of digital publishing, Chicago style has evolved to include
guidelines for citing online resources, social media, and other digital content. This includes
proper formatting for URLs, access dates, and identifying the author or publisher of online
material. The challenge with digital sources is their potential for impermanence, making
accurate citation and access dates crucial.

When citing websites, students should aim to provide as much identifying information as
possible, including the author, title of the specific page, name of the website, and the date
it was published or last updated. The URL and the date the material was accessed are also
essential components for ensuring the citation is verifiable.

Resources for Chicago Style Mastery

While this article provides a comprehensive overview, the definitive resource for Chicago
style is The Chicago Manual of Style itself. However, students can supplement their learning
with a variety of other helpful tools and resources to ensure they are applying the style
correctly and efficiently.

The Chicago Manual of Style Online

The official online version of The Chicago Manual of Style is an invaluable tool for writers. It
is searchable, includes updates and clarifications, and provides examples for a vast array of
situations. Many universities provide access to this online resource for their students,
making it a convenient and authoritative reference.

The online version is often updated more frequently than printed editions, ensuring that it
reflects the latest conventions for digital media and emerging forms of communication.
Students should familiarize themselves with how to navigate and utilize this resource
effectively for any complex citation or formatting query.

Grammar and Citation Handbooks

Numerous supplementary handbooks and guides are available that focus specifically on
Chicago style, often geared towards student writers. These resources can break down
complex rules into more digestible explanations and provide targeted examples relevant to
academic assignments. They can serve as excellent companions to the full manual.

Additionally, many university writing centers offer workshops, online guides, and one-on-
one consultations to help students with Chicago style. These services can provide
personalized feedback and address specific questions that arise during the writing process.



Online Citation Generators (with caution)

While online citation generators can be helpful for quickly formatting basic citations, they
should be used with extreme caution. These tools can sometimes produce inaccurate or
inconsistent results, especially with less common source types or complex citation
scenarios. Students should always cross-reference the output of any generator with the
official Chicago Manual of Style to ensure accuracy.

It is best practice to understand the underlying principles of Chicago style thoroughly so
that you can identify and correct any errors generated by these tools. Relying solely on
generators without understanding the rules can lead to persistent mistakes and a lack of
true mastery.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system in
Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The notes-
bibliography system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes, while the author-date system
uses parenthetical citations that include the author's last name and the publication year.
The notes-bibliography system also requires a full bibliography at the end, whereas the
author-date system requires a reference list.

Q: When should I use the notes-bibliography system
versus the author-date system?
A: The choice often depends on the academic discipline and the preferences of your
instructor or publisher. The notes-bibliography system is common in the humanities (like
history, literature, and art), allowing for more extensive commentary. The author-date
system is prevalent in the social and natural sciences, where conciseness and immediate
attribution are often prioritized.

Q: Is the serial comma (Oxford comma) required in
Chicago style?
A: Yes, the serial comma is generally used in Chicago style for lists of three or more items.
This means a comma is placed before the final item in the list (e.g., "apples, bananas, and
oranges"). This convention helps to clarify meaning and prevent ambiguity.



Q: How do I cite a source that I found quoted in another
source (an indirect source) using Chicago style?
A: When citing an indirect source, you should cite the original source in your note, but also
indicate that you are quoting it as found in the secondary source. For example, if you are
quoting Smith and found the quote in Jones's article, your note might read: "Smith, as
quoted in Jones, 'Article Title,' page number." Your bibliography would list Jones's article.

Q: What are the general margin and spacing
requirements for a Chicago-style manuscript?
A: Typically, a Chicago-style manuscript should have one-inch margins on all sides of the
page. The text should be double-spaced throughout, including block quotations and the
bibliography, unless specific instructions dictate otherwise.

Q: How should I format titles of different works in
Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, titles of books, journals, and other major works are italicized. Titles of
articles, essays, chapters, and shorter works are typically enclosed in quotation marks.

Q: Can I use an online citation generator for my Chicago
style citations?
A: Online citation generators can be a helpful starting point, but they should be used with
caution. Always double-check the generated citations against the official Chicago Manual of
Style guidelines to ensure accuracy and proper formatting, as these generators can
sometimes produce errors.

Q: What is the standard placement for page numbers in
a Chicago-style paper?
A: Page numbers are usually placed in the upper right-hand corner of each page. For the
main body of the text, numbering typically begins on the first page of the text itself.
Preliminary pages like the title page, abstract, and table of contents may be numbered with
Roman numerals or not numbered at all, depending on specific institutional guidelines.

Q: How do I handle block quotations in Chicago style?
A: Block quotations, typically longer than four typed lines, should be set off from the main
text without quotation marks. They are usually indented from the left margin and double-
spaced. The citation follows the block quotation.
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