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Thesis Formatting: A Comprehensive Chicago Manual of Style Guide

chicago manual of style thesis formatting guide are essential for students embarking on the
journey of scholarly writing, particularly for dissertations and theses. Adhering to the established
guidelines ensures clarity, consistency, and professional presentation of your research. This
comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of formatting your thesis according to The Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS), covering everything from preliminary pages to the final submission
requirements. We will explore the critical elements such as title pages, abstracts, tables of contents,
body text, citations, and the bibliography, providing detailed instructions to help you navigate this
often-complex process. Mastering these formatting conventions is not merely about aesthetic appeal;
it's about demonstrating meticulous attention to detail and scholarly rigor.
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Understanding the Importance of Thesis Formatting

Proper thesis formatting is a cornerstone of academic integrity and professional presentation. The
Chicago Manual of Style provides a widely respected framework for organizing and presenting
scholarly work, ensuring that your research is communicated clearly and effectively. Beyond mere
aesthetics, adhering to these guidelines demonstrates your commitment to scholarly convention and
your respect for the academic community. A well-formatted thesis allows readers to focus on the
substance of your research without distraction, enhancing its overall impact and credibility. This guide
will equip you with the knowledge to apply the Chicago Manual of Style's principles to your thesis,
ensuring a polished and professional final document.



The thesis formatting requirements, guided by the Chicago Manual of Style, are designed to create a
uniform and accessible academic document. By following these established standards, you contribute
to a body of scholarly work that is easily digestible and comparable across disciplines. This attention
to detail can significantly influence how your research is perceived by your committee and future
readers. Therefore, investing time in understanding and implementing these formatting rules is a
crucial step in the thesis writing process.

Preliminary Pages: Setting the Stage

The preliminary pages of your thesis serve as the gateway to your research. They are the first
elements your readers encounter and must be meticulously formatted to meet academic standards.
These pages typically include the title page, abstract, table of contents, lists of tables and figures, and
acknowledgments or dedications. Each of these components has specific formatting requirements
dictated by the Chicago Manual of Style to ensure consistency and professionalism.

Title Page Requirements

The title page is the initial impression of your thesis. It must prominently display the full title of your
work, your name, the name of the degree for which you are a candidate, the department or program,
the name of your university, and the date of submission. The title should be concise yet descriptive,
accurately reflecting the content of your research. According to CMOS, there are specific guidelines
regarding capitalization and the placement of these elements to ensure a clear and professional
layout.

The title itself should be centered on the page. Below the title, in a separate line, you will typically list
your full name. The degree information, including the type of degree (e.g., Doctor of Philosophy,
Master of Arts) and your major field, should follow. The name of the institution and the submission
date complete the essential information on the title page. Ensure that all text is legible and
appropriately spaced.

Abstract Essentials

The abstract is a concise summary of your entire thesis, typically ranging from 150 to 300 words,
though specific departmental guidelines may vary. It should provide a clear overview of your research
problem, methodology, key findings, and conclusions. The abstract is crucial for readers to quickly
understand the scope and significance of your work. It should be self-contained, meaning it can be
understood without referring to the main body of the thesis.

When formatting the abstract according to CMOS, it is usually placed after the title page and before
the table of contents. It should begin with the heading "Abstract," centered and capitalized. The
abstract itself is presented as a single, unindented paragraph. Careful editing is essential to ensure
that the abstract accurately reflects the content and findings of your thesis without introducing new
information.



Table of Contents Construction

The table of contents (TOC) is a roadmap for your thesis, listing all major sections, chapters, and
subsections along with their corresponding page numbers. A well-constructed TOC allows readers to
navigate your work efficiently and locate specific information quickly. The Chicago Manual of Style
provides clear guidance on how to format this essential element.

The TOC should begin with the heading "Table of Contents," centered and capitalized. Each entry in
the TOC should correspond to a heading in your thesis. Major headings, such as chapter titles, are
typically listed first, followed by subheadings. It is important to maintain consistent capitalization and
indentation for all entries to ensure clarity and visual appeal. Page numbers should be right-aligned,
often with leader dots connecting the text to the number.

List of Tables and Figures

If your thesis includes tables and figures, you will need to create separate lists for each. These lists,
similar to the table of contents, provide an organized way for readers to find specific visual elements
within your document. Each entry should include the table or figure number, its title, and the page
number where it appears.

The heading for these lists, such as "List of Tables" or "List of Figures," should be centered and
capitalized. The entries should follow a logical order, usually by number. Ensure that the titles listed in
these sections precisely match the titles used in the body of your thesis. Consistent formatting with
leader dots and right-aligned page numbers is recommended.

Acknowledgments and Dedications

The acknowledgments section is where you express gratitude to individuals and institutions that have
supported your research and thesis writing process. This can include your advisor, committee
members, fellow students, family, and friends. The dedication, if included, is a personal statement
dedicating your work to someone or something significant.

Both the acknowledgments and dedication pages are optional but commonly included. They are
typically placed after the preliminary lists and before the abstract or main body of the thesis. There
are no strict formatting rules in CMOS for the content itself, but it should be presented professionally,
usually with a centered heading and readable text. Keep the tone sincere and concise.

The Body of the Thesis: Content and Structure

The body of your thesis comprises the core of your research, organized into chapters that logically
present your findings. This section demands strict adherence to formatting conventions to ensure
readability and a professional appearance. From chapter organization to the finer details of font and



spacing, every element contributes to the overall quality of your work.

Chapter Organization

The thesis is typically divided into distinct chapters, each serving a specific purpose in the narrative of
your research. Common chapter structures include an introduction, literature review, methodology,
results, discussion, and conclusion. Each chapter should begin on a new page. The Chicago Manual of
Style emphasizes logical flow and clear progression of ideas throughout these chapters.

The chapter headings should be consistent. For example, "Chapter 1," followed by the chapter title, is
a standard format. The chapter number and title are usually centered on the page, and the main body
of the chapter begins below, typically with a blank line or two for separation. Ensure that the content
within each chapter is well-organized with clear paragraphs and logical transitions.

Running Heads and Page Numbers

Running heads (or headers) and page numbers are crucial for navigation and professional
presentation. Page numbers are typically placed at the bottom center or bottom right of the page.
Preliminary pages are often numbered with Roman numerals (i, ii, iii), while the main body of the
thesis uses Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3). The Chicago Manual of Style provides flexibility here, but
consistency is key.

Running heads, if used, often include a shortened version of the title or chapter heading on each
page. These are typically placed at the top of the page. However, many universities have specific
requirements regarding running heads, so it is advisable to check departmental guidelines. The
primary goal is to ensure that every page is accounted for and easily identifiable.

Font, Spacing, and Margins

The choice of font, line spacing, and margins significantly impacts the readability and appearance of
your thesis. The Chicago Manual of Style recommends using a clear, legible typeface such as Times
New Roman, Garamond, or Arial, typically in 12-point size. All body text should be double-spaced,
with single spacing allowed for block quotations, footnotes, and bibliographic entries.

Margins are also critical. Standard margins are usually 1 to 1.5 inches on all sides, with the left margin
often being slightly wider to accommodate binding. This ensures ample space for text and allows the
document to lie flat when open. Consistency in these elements throughout the entire thesis is
paramount.

Headings and Subheadings



Effective use of headings and subheadings breaks up the text, organizes information, and guides the
reader through your arguments. The Chicago Manual of Style offers various methods for styling
headings, but the most important aspect is consistency and clarity. Typically, main headings (chapter
titles) are larger or bolder, followed by subheadings of decreasing importance.

For example, a first-level heading might be centered and bold, a second-level heading might be flush
left and bold, and a third-level heading might be indented and italicized, followed by a colon. The
specific hierarchy and style should be established early and applied uniformly across the entire thesis.
This creates a visually organized and easily navigable document.

Citations and References: Giving Credit Where It's Due

Accurate and consistent citation practices are fundamental to scholarly integrity. The Chicago Manual
of Style offers two primary systems for citation: the notes-bibliography system (using footnotes or
endnotes) and the author-date system. For most humanities and some social science theses, the
notes-bibliography system is preferred.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes

The notes-bibliography system allows for two ways to present your citations: footnotes, which appear
at the bottom of each page, or endnotes, which are collected at the end of each chapter or the entire
thesis. Both methods include a superscript number in the text that corresponds to the note. Endnotes
are often favored for theses as they keep the main text cleaner and are easier to manage.

When using footnotes or endnotes, the first citation of a source is typically a full citation, while
subsequent citations for the same source are abbreviated. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
specific rules for formatting these notes, including details on author names, titles, publication
information, and page numbers. It is crucial to consult the manual for exact formatting.

Bibliography Formatting

The bibliography is a comprehensive list of all the sources you have cited in your thesis. It is typically
placed at the end of the document, after the appendices. The bibliography is alphabetized by the
author's last name and follows specific formatting rules as outlined in CMOS. Each entry must include
all necessary bibliographic information to allow readers to locate the source.

Key elements of a bibliography entry include author's name, title of the work, publication information
(city, publisher, year), and page numbers if applicable. Special attention is given to the formatting of
book titles, journal articles, and other types of sources. The Chicago Manual of Style provides detailed
examples for various source types, ensuring consistency and accuracy.



In-Text Citations

While the notes-bibliography system relies primarily on footnotes or endnotes, brief in-text citations
are sometimes used for specific references. However, the primary method for acknowledging sources
within the text when using the notes-bibliography system is through the superscript note numbers.
These numbers should be placed immediately after the relevant phrase, clause, or sentence, and
before any punctuation marks.

It is imperative to ensure that every piece of information that is not common knowledge and is drawn
from another source is properly attributed through either a note or a bibliography entry. Failure to do
so constitutes plagiarism, a serious academic offense. The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear
guidance on what constitutes common knowledge and when citation is required.

Appendices and Supplementary Materials

Appendices are used to include supplementary materials that are too lengthy or detailed to be
included in the main body of the thesis but are relevant to your research. This can include raw data,
survey instruments, interview transcripts, large tables, or figures that do not fit within the main text.
Each appendix should begin on a new page and be clearly labeled.

Appendices are typically designated by letters (Appendix A, Appendix B, etc.) or by Roman numerals
(Appendix I, Appendix II). Each appendix should have a title that clearly describes its contents. The
materials within each appendix should be formatted consistently with the rest of your thesis, though
some flexibility may be allowed for tables or figures that are presented in a specific format.

The table of contents should include entries for each appendix, indicating its letter/number and title,
along with its corresponding page number. This ensures that readers can easily locate these
supplementary materials. The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidance on the placement and
labeling of appendices to maintain a professional and organized structure for your thesis.

Final Submission Checklist

Before submitting your thesis, it is essential to conduct a thorough review to ensure all formatting
guidelines have been met. This final checklist can help you catch any errors and ensure a polished,
professional document. Remember to consult your department's specific thesis guidelines, as they
may have additional requirements beyond those of the Chicago Manual of Style.

Here is a comprehensive checklist:

All preliminary pages (title page, abstract, TOC, lists of tables/figures, acknowledgments) are
present and correctly formatted.

Chapter titles and numbering are consistent throughout the thesis.



Page numbers are correctly placed and sequenced (Roman numerals for preliminary pages,
Arabic for the main body).

Font type, size, and line spacing are consistent and adhere to requirements (typically 12-point,
double-spaced).

Margins are set correctly on all sides (usually 1-1.5 inches).

Headings and subheadings are consistently styled and clearly hierarchical.

All in-text citations are correctly formatted (super-script numbers for notes).

Footnotes or endnotes are correctly formatted and appear on the appropriate pages or at the
end of chapters/document.

The bibliography is complete, alphabetized, and formatted according to CMOS guidelines.

Appendices are clearly labeled, titled, and included in the table of contents.

All tables and figures are correctly numbered, titled, and referenced in the text and in their
respective lists.

The document has been proofread for grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, and typos.

A final review of departmental or institutional specific formatting requirements has been
conducted.

Q: What is the primary difference between footnotes and
endnotes in the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The primary difference lies in their placement. Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where
the reference is made, while endnotes are collected at the end of a chapter or the entire thesis. Both
systems use superscript numbers in the text to link to the corresponding note.

Q: Can I use a different font than Times New Roman for my
thesis formatted with the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style recommends clear and legible fonts, such as Times New Roman,
Garamond, or Arial, typically in 12-point size. As long as the font is professional and easy to read, and
consistently applied, other similar fonts are generally acceptable. Always check departmental
guidelines for specific font preferences.

Q: How should I format block quotations according to the



Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Block quotations, which are typically longer than four or five lines of text, should be set off from the
main body by indenting the entire quotation. They are usually single-spaced and do not require
quotation marks. The citation follows the block quotation.

Q: What is the recommended margin size for a thesis
formatted using the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style suggests margins of at least 1 inch on all sides, but 1.5 inches is often
recommended, especially for the left margin to allow for binding. Your university or department may
have specific margin requirements.

Q: Should I include a bibliography if I am using the notes-
bibliography system for my thesis?
A: Yes, even when using the notes-bibliography system (footnotes or endnotes), you must include a
bibliography at the end of your thesis that lists all the sources you have cited.

Q: How do I handle page numbering for preliminary pages and
the main body of my thesis?
A: Preliminary pages (title page, abstract, table of contents, etc.) are typically numbered with
lowercase Roman numerals (i, ii, iii, etc.), while the main body of the thesis and any subsequent
pages are numbered with Arabic numerals (1, 2, 3, etc.). The title page itself is often unnumbered but
counts as page i.

Q: Is there a strict word count for the abstract in a Chicago
Manual of Style thesis?
A: While the Chicago Manual of Style itself doesn't impose a strict word count, abstracts are typically
between 150 and 300 words. However, your university or department will almost certainly have
specific guidelines on the abstract's length.

Q: How should I format the chapter titles in my thesis using
the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: Chapter titles are typically centered on the page and often presented in a larger font size or bold
typeface. They are usually preceded by "Chapter" and the chapter number (e.g., "Chapter 1").
Consistency in this formatting is key.



Q: What if my department has formatting requirements that
differ from the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: In such cases, you must always prioritize your department's or institution's specific guidelines.
University thesis formatting manuals often build upon or adapt standard styles like CMOS. Always
consult your departmental handbook first.
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