
chicago style thesis formatting
checklist and guide for dissertations
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely recognized and respected style
guide for academic writing, particularly prevalent in the humanities. For
students undertaking the rigorous process of writing a dissertation or
thesis, adhering to Chicago style formatting is not merely a matter of
preference but a critical requirement for academic integrity and clarity.
This comprehensive Chicago style thesis formatting checklist and guide for
dissertations will navigate you through the intricate details of presenting
your research, from preliminary pages to bibliographical entries. We will
meticulously cover essential elements such as title pages, abstract
requirements, table of contents, figure and table listings, chapter
formatting, in-text citations, footnotes or endnotes, and the bibliography.
Mastering these formatting nuances ensures your scholarly work is presented
professionally and effectively, allowing your research to take center stage.
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Understanding Chicago Style for Dissertations
and Theses

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citation: the
notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. For dissertations and
theses, especially in many humanities disciplines, the notes-bibliography
system (using footnotes or endnotes) is often preferred. This system allows
for more extensive commentary and direct engagement with sources within the
notes, which can be particularly beneficial for in-depth scholarly arguments.
Understanding the fundamental principles of this system is the first step
toward successful formatting.

When embarking on your dissertation or thesis, familiarizing yourself with
the specific requirements of your institution is paramount. While Chicago
style provides a standardized framework, universities often have their own
departmental or graduate school guidelines that may supplement or slightly
modify CMOS. Always consult your university's official style guide or
graduate handbook for precise directives regarding margins, font, spacing,
and submission procedures.



Preliminary Pages: The Foundation of Your
Dissertation

The initial sections of your dissertation lay the groundwork for the entire
document. These pages, while often overlooked in terms of their formatting
significance, are crucial for providing essential context and navigation for
your readers. Each element must be presented precisely according to Chicago
style and your institution’s specific requirements.

Title Page
The title page is the first impression your dissertation makes. It must
clearly and concisely present the title of your work, your name, the degree
sought, the department, the university, and the date of submission. The exact
placement and content of these elements are usually stipulated by your
university, but Chicago style generally dictates a clean, uncluttered
presentation. Avoid excessive decorative elements; the focus should remain on
the academic content.

Abstract
The abstract is a concise summary of your entire dissertation, typically
between 150 and 350 words. It should encapsulate your research question,
methodology, key findings, and conclusions. Formatting for the abstract is
straightforward, usually involving a clear heading and standard paragraph
structure. Ensure it accurately reflects the scope and significance of your
work and is easily understandable to a reader unfamiliar with your specific
area of study.

Table of Contents
The table of contents (TOC) provides a detailed roadmap of your dissertation,
listing all major sections, chapters, and subheadings with their
corresponding page numbers. It should be meticulously formatted, ensuring
alignment between headings and page numbers. Every element that appears in
the main body of your thesis should be reflected in the TOC. If you include
an appendix, it should also be listed here.

List of Figures, Tables, and Other Visuals
If your dissertation includes figures, tables, charts, or other
illustrations, you will need separate lists for each. Similar to the table of
contents, these lists itemize each visual element by its caption or title and
its location (page number). Ensure consistency in titling and numbering



across these lists and within the body of your work.

Acknowledgements
This section is where you express gratitude to individuals and institutions
that supported your research and writing process. While the content is
personal, the formatting should align with the overall style of your
dissertation. Typically, it follows the same margins and font as the main
text, presented as a narrative rather than a bulleted list.

Chapter Formatting: Structuring Your Research
Narrative

The organization of your dissertation into chapters is fundamental to
presenting your research logically and coherently. Each chapter should build
upon the previous ones, guiding the reader through your argument and
evidence. Chicago style provides guidelines for consistent chapter
presentation.

Chapter Titles and Numbering
Chapter titles should be clear, descriptive, and consistently formatted.
Typically, chapter titles are centered and may be presented in a larger font
size or bolded, depending on your university's specific guidelines. Chapter
numbers should be sequential and clearly displayed, often at the top of the
first page of each chapter. Subheadings within chapters should also be
formatted consistently, using a clear hierarchical structure.

Main Body Text
The main body of your dissertation should adhere to standard Chicago style
formatting for prose. This includes specifying font type and size (e.g., 12-
point Times New Roman), line spacing (often double-spacing, but check
institutional requirements), and margins (typically 1-inch on all sides).
Paragraphs should be indented, and there should be clear spacing between
paragraphs.

Citations and Notes: Attributing Your Sources
Accurately

Accurate and consistent citation is a cornerstone of academic integrity.



Chicago style's notes-bibliography system involves using footnotes or
endnotes to reference sources directly within the text.

Footnotes or Endnotes
When using footnotes, a superscript number is placed in the text at the end
of a sentence or phrase where the source is being cited. The corresponding
note appears at the bottom of the page. For endnotes, the superscript number
in the text links to a numbered list of citations at the end of the chapter
or the entire document. The first citation of a source in a note is typically
full, while subsequent citations are shortened.

The format for footnotes and endnotes is highly specific. Key elements
include the author’s name (first name first for the first citation), the
title of the work (italicized for books, in quotation marks for articles),
publication details (place, publisher, year), and page numbers. For
subsequent citations, a shortened form of the title and the page number are
usually sufficient.

Consistency in Citation Style
It is imperative to maintain absolute consistency in how you format your
notes throughout the entire dissertation. This includes the punctuation,
capitalization, and order of elements within each note. A single error in
consistency can detract from the professionalism of your work. Referring to
the latest edition of The Chicago Manual of Style is essential for up-to-date
guidelines.

Bibliography: A Comprehensive List of Sources

The bibliography, appearing at the end of your dissertation, provides a
complete alphabetical list of all sources consulted and cited within your
work. This section is crucial for readers who wish to explore your sources
further.

Bibliography Formatting Rules
The bibliography entries are arranged alphabetically by the author’s last
name. Unlike footnotes or endnotes, the author’s last name appears first in
the bibliography entry. The formatting of each entry closely mirrors that of
the full note citation, but with subtle differences. For instance, book
titles are italicized, and journal articles are placed in quotation marks.

Key elements to include in a bibliography entry are similar to those in a
note: author’s full name, title of the work, publication information (place,
publisher, year), and page ranges for articles or chapters. For electronic



sources, include access dates and URLs or DOIs where applicable. The first
line of each entry is typically flush with the left margin, and subsequent
lines are indented (a hanging indent).

Types of Sources in the Bibliography
Your bibliography will likely include a diverse range of sources. Common
types include:

Books

Journal articles

Book chapters

Dissertations and theses

Websites and online articles

Archival materials

Interviews

Each type of source has specific formatting requirements within Chicago
style, so careful attention to detail is necessary for each entry.

Appendices and Supplementary Materials

Appendices are used to house supplementary material that is too lengthy or
detailed to be included in the main body of the dissertation but is essential
for a complete understanding of your research. This can include raw data,
survey instruments, interview transcripts, or extensive calculations.

Formatting Appendices
Each appendix should be clearly labeled, typically starting with “Appendix
A,” “Appendix B,” and so on, followed by a descriptive title. The content
within each appendix should be formatted consistently with the rest of your
dissertation, using the same font, spacing, and margins. If an appendix
contains multiple sections, these should also be clearly delineated.



General Formatting Guidelines for Chicago Style
Dissertations

Beyond the specific elements of your dissertation, several general formatting
rules contribute to a professional and polished final document. Adhering to
these guidelines ensures a cohesive and reader-friendly presentation.

Margins and Spacing
Universities typically mandate specific margin sizes, commonly 1 inch on all
sides. Line spacing is also a critical aspect; double-spacing is often
required for the main body text, but consult your institution’s guidelines
for precise details. Ensure consistent spacing between paragraphs and before
and after headings.

Font and Typography
Choose a clear and readable font, such as Times New Roman, Arial, or
Garamond, typically in 12-point size. Avoid overly stylized or decorative
fonts. Consistent font usage throughout the document is key to a professional
appearance. Bold and italics should be used judiciously for emphasis and
titles as per Chicago style conventions.

Page Numbering
Page numbering for dissertations is crucial. Preliminary pages (title page,
abstract, table of contents, etc.) are often numbered with lowercase Roman
numerals, starting with the first page of the table of contents. The main
body of the dissertation, beginning with the first chapter, is typically
numbered with Arabic numerals, starting with page 1.

Running Heads
While not always mandatory in Chicago style for dissertations, some
institutions may require running heads (a short title or chapter name) on
each page. If required, ensure they are consistently formatted and placed
according to specifications.

Proofreading and Editing
Before submission, thorough proofreading and editing are indispensable. Even
the most meticulously formatted document can be undermined by typos,
grammatical errors, or inconsistencies. Consider having a professional editor



review your work, especially for complex formatting issues.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary citation system recommended
by the Chicago Manual of Style for dissertations in
the humanities?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) primarily recommends the notes-
bibliography system, which utilizes footnotes or endnotes, for dissertations
and theses in the humanities.

Q: How should I format the title page of my Chicago
style dissertation?
A: The title page typically includes the dissertation title, your name,
degree sought, department, university, and submission date. Exact placement
and specific elements are usually dictated by your university's graduate
school guidelines.

Q: Is it necessary to include a separate list of
figures and tables in my dissertation?
A: Yes, if your dissertation contains figures, tables, or other visual
elements, Chicago style dictates that you should include separate lists for
each, detailing their titles and corresponding page numbers.

Q: What is the difference between a footnote and an
endnote in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the
citation is made, while endnotes are compiled in a numbered list at the end
of the chapter or the entire document. Both serve the same purpose of
referencing sources.

Q: How should I format the bibliography in my
Chicago style dissertation?
A: The bibliography should be an alphabetical list of all sources cited.
Entries begin with the author's last name first, followed by the title and
publication details. A hanging indent is typically used for subsequent lines
of each entry.



Q: What are the typical margin and spacing
requirements for a Chicago style dissertation?
A: While specific requirements vary by institution, Chicago style commonly
suggests 1-inch margins on all sides and double-spacing for the main body
text. Always verify your university's precise specifications.

Q: Should I use the author-date system or the notes-
bibliography system if my field is not humanities?
A: For fields outside the humanities, such as social sciences, the author-
date system might be more appropriate. However, it is crucial to confirm
which system your department or advisor prefers for your specific
dissertation.

Q: How do I ensure consistency in my in-text
citations and notes throughout the dissertation?
A: Consistency is achieved by meticulously following the Chicago Manual of
Style’s guidelines for every citation and note, paying close attention to
punctuation, capitalization, and the order of elements. Regular review and
careful proofreading are essential.

Q: What is the purpose of the abstract in a
dissertation?
A: The abstract is a brief summary of your entire dissertation, outlining
your research question, methodology, main findings, and conclusions, designed
to give readers a quick overview of your work.
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