
chicago style quick refresher
The Chicago Manual of Style is a cornerstone of academic and professional writing, providing
comprehensive guidelines for citation, grammar, and manuscript preparation. This chicago style quick
refresher is designed for writers, editors, and researchers who need to revisit the essential elements
of this widely respected style. We will explore the dual citation systems – notes-bibliography and
author-date – delving into their specific applications and formatting requirements. Furthermore, this
guide will offer clarity on common punctuation, capitalization, and number usage rules, ensuring a
solid understanding for anyone seeking to produce polished, consistent work. Whether you are a
seasoned scholar or a student embarking on your first major paper, this refresher will equip you with
the confidence to navigate the intricacies of Chicago style effectively.
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Understanding the Two Chicago Style Systems

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) famously offers two distinct approaches to citation: the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. Both are widely accepted, but their application
often depends on the discipline, the publication, or the specific requirements of an instructor or
editor. Recognizing which system to use is the first crucial step in adhering to Chicago style. This
refresher will break down the core principles and distinctions of each to provide a clear
understanding.

The choice between these two systems is not arbitrary. The notes-bibliography system is more
traditional and commonly found in humanities fields such as history, literature, and art history. It
emphasizes detailed bibliographical information presented in footnotes or endnotes, allowing for
extensive commentary and explanation within the notes themselves. The author-date system, on the
other hand, is favored in the social sciences and natural sciences. It prioritizes brevity in the text, with
parenthetical citations that direct the reader to a comprehensive reference list at the end of the work.

The Notes-Bibliography System

The notes-bibliography system employs footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text. These
notes typically include full publication details upon first mention and shortened versions for
subsequent citations of the same source. This method allows for a rich interplay between the main
text and the supplementary information in the notes, enabling authors to include tangential
information or elaborate on specific points without disrupting the flow of the main narrative.



Footnotes and Endnotes Formatting

When using footnotes or endnotes, each citation is marked by a superscript numeral in the text that
corresponds to a numbered note at the bottom of the page (footnote) or at the end of the chapter or
document (endnote). The first citation of a source requires a complete bibliographical entry, including
the author’s full name (first and last), the title of the work (italicized or underlined), publication details
(place, publisher, year), and page number(s). Subsequent citations of the same source can be
abbreviated, typically using the author’s last name, a shortened title, and the relevant page number.

For example, a first citation in a footnote might look like this: John Smith, The History of Chicago
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 115. A subsequent citation of the same work by the
same author would be: Smith, History of Chicago, 210. If citing a different work by the same author,
one would use the author's last name, followed by the shortened title of the new work. This system is
particularly useful for extensive research where multiple sources are consulted and detailed
referencing is necessary.

The Bibliography

A crucial component of the notes-bibliography system is the bibliography, which appears at the end of
the work. This section provides a comprehensive alphabetical list of all sources cited in the notes. The
formatting for bibliography entries closely mirrors that of the first footnote/endnote citation but often
omits page numbers for books unless specific chapters are being referenced. The purpose of the
bibliography is to offer readers a complete overview of the research consulted and to facilitate further
investigation into the topics discussed.

The structure of bibliography entries is consistent for different source types. For a book, it would
typically be: Last Name, First Name. Title of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher, Year of Publication.
For a journal article: Last Name, First Name. "Title of Article." Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue (Year):
Page range. Ensuring consistency in punctuation and capitalization within the bibliography is
paramount for adherence to Chicago style.

The Author-Date System

The author-date system is a streamlined approach to citation favored in disciplines that prioritize
conciseness and direct access to sources within the text. Instead of footnotes or endnotes, brief
parenthetical citations are embedded directly into the prose, typically including the author’s last
name and the year of publication. This system is designed to reduce textual clutter and allow readers
to quickly locate the full source information in a reference list at the end of the document.

In-Text Citations

In-text citations in the author-date system consist of the author’s last name and the year of



publication enclosed in parentheses, for example, (Smith 2020). If a specific page number is relevant,
it is included after the year, separated by a comma: (Smith 2020, 115). When the author’s name is
part of the sentence, only the year needs to be in parentheses: Smith (2020) argues that... . This
method ensures that readers can immediately identify the source being referenced without
interrupting their reading flow significantly.

When citing multiple sources within a single parenthetical reference, they are listed alphabetically
and separated by semicolons: (Adams 2018; Baker 2021; Smith 2020). For works by the same author
published in the same year, lowercase letters are appended to the year to distinguish them, such as
(Smith 2020a) and (Smith 2020b). This systematic approach prevents ambiguity and aids in precise
source attribution.

The Reference List

The author-date system culminates in a reference list, also known as a "References" or "Works Cited"
page, which appears at the end of the document. This list is arranged alphabetically by the author’s
last name and includes full bibliographical details for every source cited in the text. The formatting for
each entry is similar to that of the bibliography in the notes-bibliography system, but the specific
order and punctuation may vary slightly depending on the source type. The primary goal is to provide
complete, easily accessible information for each cited work.

Entries in the reference list are meticulously formatted. For a book: Last Name, First Name. Year. Title
of Book. Place of Publication: Publisher. For a journal article: Last Name, First Name. Year. "Title of
Article." Title of Journal Volume, no. Issue: Page range. The year of publication is a prominent element
in this system, often appearing immediately after the author’s name. Consistency in formatting is key
to maintaining the professional standards of Chicago style.

Key Punctuation and Grammar Rules

Beyond citation styles, Chicago Manual of Style provides extensive guidance on punctuation and
grammar, aiming for clarity, consistency, and readability. Mastering these rules is essential for any
writer seeking to produce polished prose. This section highlights some of the most frequently
encountered and critical rules.

Commas

Commas are used to separate elements in a series. Chicago style recommends the serial comma (also
known as the Oxford comma), which is a comma placed before the final conjunction in a list of three
or more items. For instance: apples, bananas, and cherries. This comma can prevent ambiguity and
improve clarity. Commas are also used to set off introductory phrases and clauses, nonrestrictive
clauses, and parenthetical elements.

For example, an introductory clause might be: After a long day at work, she decided to relax. A



nonrestrictive clause, which adds extra information that is not essential to the meaning of the
sentence, would be set off by commas: My brother, who lives in California, is visiting next week.
Understanding the nuances of comma usage, particularly in complex sentences, is a vital aspect of
adhering to Chicago style.

Apostrophes

Apostrophes are primarily used to indicate possession and to form contractions. For possessives,
singular nouns usually take an apostrophe and an s (e.g., the dog’s bone), while plural nouns ending
in s typically just take an apostrophe (e.g., the students’ papers). For contractions, the apostrophe
replaces the omitted letter or letters (e.g., don’t for do not, it’s for it is).

Special care is needed for possessives of proper nouns ending in s, such as "Charles’s" or "Jones’s." In
cases of ambiguity or for names ending in an s sound, the possessive form can be rendered as
"Charles’" or "Jones’" in some contexts, but the apostrophe-s is generally preferred for clarity. The
possessive form of "it" is "its," without an apostrophe, which is a common point of confusion.

Quotation Marks

Chicago style has specific rules for integrating quotations. Periods and commas are generally placed
inside closing quotation marks, regardless of whether they are part of the quoted material. For
example: She said, "I am going." Other punctuation marks, such as semicolons and colons, are placed
outside the closing quotation marks unless they are part of the quoted material itself.

When quoting dialogue, each new speaker should begin a new paragraph. Short quotations (usually
fewer than five lines of text) are incorporated into the main text and enclosed in quotation marks.
Longer quotations are set off as block quotations, indented from the left margin, and without
quotation marks. This distinction helps in visually organizing quoted material within the text.

Capitalization Guidelines

Capitalization in Chicago style can be nuanced, particularly concerning titles of works, headings, and
proper nouns. Adhering to these guidelines ensures consistency and professionalism. The general
principle is to capitalize major words in titles, but there are exceptions and specific rules to follow.

Titles of Works

In titles of books, articles, chapters, and other works, Chicago style uses title case, meaning major
words are capitalized. Articles (a, an, the), prepositions (of, in, on), and conjunctions (and, but, or) are
generally not capitalized unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle. For example, a
title would appear as: The Lord of the Rings, not The Lord Of The Rings. Similarly, an article title might



be: "A Study in Scarlet," not "A Study In Scarlet."

When a subtitle is present, the first word of the subtitle is also capitalized, following the same rules.
For example: Chicago Style: A Comprehensive Guide to Citation and Manuscript Preparation. This
consistent approach to title capitalization aids in readability and recognition of distinct works.

Headings

Headings within a document also follow specific capitalization and style conventions. Chicago style
generally uses sentence case for subheadings within the text, meaning only the first word and proper
nouns are capitalized. However, if the heading is part of a formal system of headings and
subheadings, title case may be employed, depending on the overall design and requirements of the
publication.

For example, a sub-heading might read: "Understanding the citation systems." If it were part of a
more formal structure, it might be: "Understanding the Citation Systems." The key is to maintain
consistency throughout the document. Always refer to specific publication guidelines if available, as
they may dictate variations.

Handling Numbers

The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidelines for when to use numerals and when to spell out
numbers. These rules are designed to enhance readability and prevent ambiguity.

Spelling Out Numbers

Generally, Chicago style dictates that numbers zero through one hundred should be spelled out. For
example: There were twenty-five participants. The meeting lasted for ninety minutes. This rule applies
to cardinal numbers (one, two, three) and ordinal numbers (first, second, third) when they are not
part of a date or a measurement. Small numbers are often easier to read when written out in full.

There are exceptions, of course. Numbers that are part of a date, time, percentage, or measurement
are typically expressed as numerals. For instance: January 1, 2024, at 3:00 PM, a 5% increase, 10
miles. The goal is to prioritize clarity and ease of understanding for the reader.

Using Numerals

Numerals are preferred for numbers one hundred and above, and for numbers that are part of a
statistical table, a formal heading, or a comparison involving numbers both above and below one
hundred. For example: The event attracted over 500 guests. The study involved 150 subjects. When



comparing numbers, one of which is above one hundred, it is often best to use numerals for both to
maintain consistency: She graded 15 essays and 30 reports.

Additionally, numerals are used for decimals, fractions greater than one, and when precision is
crucial. For instance: The experiment yielded a result of 3.14. He ate 2 1/2 pizzas. Following these
guidelines ensures that numerical data is presented clearly and consistently, contributing to the
overall professionalism of the written work.

Conclusion

Mastering the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style, whether through its notes-bibliography or
author-date system, is a crucial step in producing polished and credible academic and professional
work. This chicago style quick refresher has aimed to provide a clear and comprehensive overview of
the essential elements, from understanding the dual citation approaches to navigating key
punctuation, capitalization, and number usage rules. By internalizing these principles and consistently
applying them, writers can ensure clarity, accuracy, and adherence to the high standards set by this
influential style guide. Remember that practice and careful attention to detail are paramount in
achieving proficiency in any citation style.

The ability to effectively cite sources and present information in a standardized format is not merely a
technical requirement; it is a demonstration of scholarly integrity and respect for the work of others.
Whether you are composing a lengthy research paper, a professional report, or a scholarly article, a
solid grasp of Chicago style will serve as an invaluable asset, enabling you to communicate your ideas
with precision and authority. Continued reference to the official Chicago Manual of Style is always
recommended for in-depth guidance and the most current updates.

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 presented. The notes-
bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for citations and includes a bibliography at the end.
The author-date system uses parenthetical in-text citations (author, year) and a reference list at the
end.

Q: When should I use the notes-bibliography system versus
the author-date system?
A: The notes-bibliography system is traditionally favored in the humanities (history, literature, art
history), while the author-date system is common in the social sciences and natural sciences. The
choice often depends on the specific discipline or the publication's requirements.



Q: Does Chicago style always require the serial comma
(Oxford comma)?
A: Yes, Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the serial comma in a list of three or more
items for clarity and to prevent ambiguity. For example: red, white, and blue.

Q: How do I cite a source that has more than two authors in
the notes-bibliography system?
A: For the first note citation, list all authors. For subsequent notes, you can list the first author
followed by "et al." (meaning "and others"). For the bibliography, list all authors if there are two or
three; if there are four or more, list the first author followed by "et al."

Q: What is the rule for capitalizing prepositions in titles
according to Chicago style?
A: In titles and subtitles, prepositions are generally not capitalized unless they are the first or last
word of the title or subtitle, or if they are part of a compound preposition. For example, "A Study in
Scarlet" is correct, not "A Study In Scarlet."

Q: How do I handle numbers in Chicago style?
A: As a general rule, spell out numbers zero through one hundred and use numerals for numbers 101
and above. However, use numerals for dates, times, percentages, measurements, and in statistical
contexts, regardless of their value.

Q: Can I use block quotations for any length of quote in
Chicago style?
A: Block quotations are typically used for quotations of five or more lines of prose or three or more
lines of poetry. They are indented and do not use quotation marks. Shorter quotations are integrated
into the text and enclosed in quotation marks.

Q: What is the correct punctuation placement with quotation
marks in Chicago style?
A: Periods and commas are placed inside the closing quotation marks. Semicolons and colons are
placed outside the closing quotation marks unless they are part of the quoted material.

Q: How are online sources cited in Chicago style?
A: Online sources are cited similarly to print sources, but they require additional information such as a
URL and a date of access. The specific format will vary depending on whether you are using the
notes-bibliography or author-date system and the type of online content (e.g., article, website).



Q: Where can I find the most authoritative and up-to-date
information on Chicago style?
A: The definitive source is the official publication, The Chicago Manual of Style, currently in its 17th
edition. The University of Chicago Press website also offers resources and updates.
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