
chicago style for thesis papers
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected and comprehensive style guide that
provides detailed instructions for academic writing, particularly for thesis papers. Understanding and
correctly implementing Chicago style for thesis papers is crucial for academic integrity and presenting
your research in a clear, consistent, and professional manner. This guide will delve into the essential
components of Chicago style as it applies to thesis writing, covering everything from citation formats
to manuscript preparation. We will explore the nuances of author-date versus notes-bibliography
systems, the intricacies of in-text citations, the art of crafting a bibliography or reference list, and the
formatting requirements for your thesis manuscript. Mastering these elements ensures your work
adheres to scholarly conventions and enhances its credibility.
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Understanding the Two Chicago Style Systems

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two distinct systems for managing citations: the Notes-
Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. Both are widely accepted in academic circles, but
their application can vary depending on the discipline and the specific requirements of an institution
or department. For thesis papers, understanding the differences and choosing the appropriate system
is the first critical step in adhering to Chicago style.

The Notes-Bibliography system is traditionally favored in the humanities, including literature, history,
and the arts. It relies on footnotes or endnotes to provide citation information, with a corresponding
bibliography at the end of the paper that lists all sources consulted. This system allows for extensive
commentary and explanation within the notes, making it flexible for detailed scholarly discussions. In
contrast, the Author-Date system is more prevalent in the social sciences and natural sciences. It uses
parenthetical citations within the text, which include the author's last name and the year of
publication, with a reference list at the end of the paper that details all cited sources. This system
prioritizes conciseness within the main text, directing readers to the reference list for full bibliographic
details.

Notes-Bibliography System for Thesis Papers

When employing the Notes-Bibliography system for your thesis, the core of your citation strategy will



involve the use of footnotes or endnotes. These notes serve a dual purpose: they acknowledge the
sources of your information and ideas, and they can also provide supplementary material that might
disrupt the flow of your main text. For thesis papers, meticulous attention to the formatting of these
notes is paramount, as even minor deviations can detract from the overall professionalism of your
work.

Footnotes vs. Endnotes

The primary decision within the Notes-Bibliography system is whether to use footnotes or endnotes.
Footnotes appear at the bottom of the page where the reference occurs, offering immediate context
to the reader without requiring them to turn to another section of the document. Endnotes, on the
other hand, are collected at the end of each chapter or at the very end of the thesis. While footnotes
are generally preferred for their convenience and direct linkage to the text, endnotes can be more
practical for longer works or when extensive notes are anticipated. Your department or advisor will
likely provide guidance on which option to select for your thesis.

Formatting Notes

The formatting of both footnotes and endnotes in Chicago style is highly specific. The first citation of a
source in a note will typically include full bibliographic details, including author's name (first and last),
full title of the work (italicized), publication information (city, publisher, year), and page numbers.
Subsequent citations of the same source will use a shortened form, usually consisting of the author's
last name, a shortened version of the title, and the specific page number. Superscript Arabic numerals
are used in the text to indicate a note, and these correspond to the numbered notes themselves.

The Bibliography

Accompanying the notes is a comprehensive bibliography. This section lists all the sources that have
been cited in the thesis. The bibliography is alphabetized by the author's last name. Each entry
provides complete bibliographic information for the source, allowing readers to easily locate the
original material. The formatting of bibliography entries mirrors that of the first full citation in a note,
ensuring consistency across your citation apparatus.

Author-Date System for Thesis Papers

The Author-Date system, often adopted in scientific and social science disciplines, offers a more
streamlined approach to in-text citations for your thesis. This method places brief parenthetical
citations directly within the text, usually at the end of a sentence or clause where the borrowed
information appears. This allows readers to quickly identify the source of information without the need
for constant foot or endnote references, contributing to a smoother reading experience for those
familiar with this convention.



In-Text Citations

In the Author-Date system, parenthetical citations typically include the author's last name and the
year of publication. For example, a citation might look like (Smith 2022). If the author's name is
mentioned in the text, only the year is needed in parentheses, such as: Smith (2022) argues that...
When citing a specific passage, the page number is also included: (Smith 2022, 45). Multiple works by
the same author in the same year are distinguished by appending lowercase letters to the year, like
(Jones 2021a) and (Jones 2021b).

The Reference List

At the conclusion of your thesis, the Author-Date system requires a Reference List. Unlike the
Bibliography in the Notes-Bibliography system, the Reference List should ideally include only those
sources that have been directly cited in the text. This list is alphabetized by the author's last name.
The formatting of each entry in the Reference List is similar to the first citation in a note but may vary
slightly depending on the source type. Key information typically includes the author's name, year of
publication, title of the work, and publication details such as journal name, volume, issue, page
numbers, or publisher information.

Essential Elements of Chicago Style Thesis Formatting

Beyond citation styles, Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines for the overall
manuscript preparation of your thesis. Adhering to these formatting rules ensures that your thesis is
presented in a professional, legible, and standardized manner, which is crucial for academic
submissions.

Title Page and Abstract

Your thesis title page is the first impression and must conform to specific requirements. It typically
includes the title of the thesis, your name, the degree for which you are a candidate, the department
and university, and the date of submission. Following the title page, an abstract is usually required.
The abstract is a concise summary of your entire thesis, typically between 150 and 250 words,
outlining the research problem, methodology, key findings, and conclusions. Ensure the abstract is
well-written and accurately reflects the content of your thesis.

Chapter and Section Headings

The organization of your thesis into chapters and sections is also governed by formatting conventions.
Chicago style encourages clear and consistent headings and subheadings to guide the reader.
Typically, chapter titles are centered and presented in a larger font or bolded. Subheadings within
chapters should be distinct, perhaps left-aligned and bolded or italicized, to clearly delineate different



topics or arguments. The use of levels of headings should be consistent throughout the document.

Page Numbering

Page numbering in a Chicago-style thesis begins with the preliminary pages (title page, abstract,
table of contents, lists of figures/tables) being numbered with lowercase Roman numerals. The main
body of the thesis, starting with the introduction or first chapter, then switches to Arabic numerals.
The Arabic numerals are usually placed in the upper right-hand corner of each page, a half-inch from
the top and one inch from the right edge. Consistency in page numbering is critical for navigation and
reference.

Formatting Citations in Chicago Style

The accuracy and consistency of your citations are paramount when following Chicago style for thesis
papers. Whether you are using the Notes-Bibliography system or the Author-Date system, each
source type has specific formatting rules. Understanding these nuances ensures proper attribution
and avoids plagiarism.

Books

For books, the first citation in a note would typically include the author's full name, the full title of the
book (italicized), followed by the place of publication, publisher, and year of publication. Page
numbers are essential for specific references. For example: John Doe, The History of Chicago
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2021), 15. In the Author-Date system, this would appear as
(Doe 2021, 15).

Journal Articles

Journal articles require specific details. In a note, you would include the author's name, article title (in
quotation marks), the journal title (italicized), volume number, issue number (if applicable), year of
publication, and page numbers of the article, followed by the specific page cited. For example: Jane
Smith, "Urban Development in the 20th Century," Journal of Urban Studies 15, no. 2 (2020): 112–30,
115. In Author-Date: (Smith 2020, 115).

Websites and Online Sources

Citing online sources, including websites, requires careful attention to available information. Include
the author or organization responsible for the content, the title of the specific page or article (in
quotation marks), the name of the website (italicized), the publication date or last updated date, and



the URL. For sources accessed online, also include the date you accessed the material. For example:
City of Chicago Official Website, "Parks and Recreation," accessed March 15, 2023,
https://www.chicago.gov/parks. In Author-Date: (City of Chicago Official Website, n.d.). Note: 'n.d.'
stands for no date.

Crafting Your Bibliography or Reference List

Both citation systems culminate in an alphabetized list of sources at the end of your thesis. The exact
title of this section—Bibliography or Reference List—depends on the system used and institutional
preference, but the content and organization are critical components of Chicago style for thesis
papers.

Alphabetical Order

The primary organizing principle for both the bibliography and the reference list is alphabetical order
by the author's last name. If a source has no author, it is alphabetized by the first significant word of
the title (excluding articles like "a," "an," and "the"). Multiple works by the same author are then sub-
alphabetized by title. This consistent order ensures that readers can efficiently locate specific sources.

Formatting Entries

Each entry in the bibliography or reference list must provide complete bibliographic information. The
formatting of each element—author's name, title, publication details, URLs—is crucial and should be
consistent with the specific rules for that source type as outlined in the Chicago Manual of Style. For
instance, book titles are italicized, article titles are in quotation marks, and publication information is
presented in a standardized sequence. Pay close attention to punctuation, such as commas, periods,
and colons, as these are integral to correct Chicago style.

General Manuscript Formatting Guidelines

Beyond the specifics of citations, the Chicago Manual of Style offers a comprehensive framework for
the physical presentation of your thesis. These guidelines ensure that your document is not only
content-rich but also visually appealing and easy to navigate, contributing significantly to the overall
professionalism of your academic work.

Font and Spacing

Typically, Chicago style recommends using a standard, readable font such as Times New Roman or
Arial, in a 12-point size. The entire thesis manuscript should be double-spaced, including block



quotations. Margins are also standardized, generally requiring one inch on all sides of the page. This
consistent spacing and layout create a clean and professional appearance, making your thesis
accessible to readers and reviewers.

Block Quotations

When quoting material that is longer than typically allowed for in-text incorporation (usually four or
more lines), Chicago style requires the use of block quotations. These are set off from the main text
by starting on a new line and indenting the entire quotation. Block quotations are usually single-
spaced, and the closing quotation mark is followed by the citation without a period. The citation is
placed after the closing punctuation of the sentence, not within the quote itself, unless the original
source includes it.

Tables and Figures

The presentation of tables and figures within your thesis must also adhere to Chicago style. Each
table and figure should be clearly labeled with a number and a descriptive title. For example, "Table
1: Student Demographics" or "Figure 2: Research Model." Tables and figures are typically placed as
close as possible to their first mention in the text. Detailed notes or source attributions for tables and
figures should be placed directly below them, following specific formatting guidelines for such
annotations.

Common Pitfalls in Chicago Style Thesis Writing

Navigating Chicago style for thesis papers can present challenges, and certain common errors
frequently appear. Being aware of these potential pitfalls can help you avoid them and ensure a
higher quality submission.

Inconsistent Citation Formatting

One of the most prevalent issues is inconsistency in citation formatting. This can manifest as
variations in punctuation, capitalization, or the inclusion/exclusion of specific details between different
citations of the same source type, or even between different sources. Meticulously following the rules
for each source type, and double-checking every citation against the Chicago Manual of Style, is
essential.

Incorrect Use of Notes vs. Text

Another common problem is the incorrect placement of information between notes and the main text.



For instance, placing extensive background information or commentary in footnotes that should be
integrated into the narrative, or conversely, cluttering the main text with minor citations that could be
handled more efficiently in notes. Understanding the purpose of each element in the Notes-
Bibliography system is key to effective usage.

Bibliography/Reference List Errors

Errors in the bibliography or reference list can also detract from your thesis. This includes missing
entries, incorrect alphabetical order, or improper formatting of individual entries. Ensuring that every
source cited in the text is present in the list, and vice versa, is a fundamental aspect of academic
integrity.

Over-reliance on Style Guides without Understanding

A frequent error is simply trying to "copy-paste" examples from style guides without understanding
the underlying principles. Chicago style is nuanced, and specific situations may require careful
judgment. Consulting the manual directly for your specific needs, rather than relying solely on quick
examples, is always recommended.

By diligently applying the principles of Chicago style to every aspect of your thesis, from initial
formatting to final citation, you will produce a polished, credible, and scholarly document that
effectively communicates your research.

FAQ

Q: What is the fundamental difference between the Notes-
Bibliography system and the Author-Date system in Chicago
style for thesis papers?
A: The Notes-Bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for citations and a bibliography at the
end of the paper. The Author-Date system uses parenthetical in-text citations with the author's last
name and year, followed by a reference list.

Q: Which disciplines typically favor the Notes-Bibliography
system for thesis papers, and which favor the Author-Date
system?
A: The Notes-Bibliography system is commonly used in the humanities (e.g., literature, history, arts),
while the Author-Date system is prevalent in the social sciences and natural sciences.



Q: How do I format the first citation of a book in a footnote
using the Chicago Notes-Bibliography system?
A: The first footnote citation for a book typically includes the author's full name, the full title of the
book (italicized), the place of publication, the publisher, the year of publication, and the specific page
number(s) being cited. For example: John Smith, The Great American Novel (New York: Penguin
Books, 2019), 45.

Q: What is the correct format for an in-text citation in the
Chicago Author-Date system when referring to a specific
page?
A: In the Author-Date system, an in-text citation for a specific page includes the author's last name,
the year of publication, and the page number, enclosed in parentheses. For example: (Smith 2019,
45).

Q: Should I include all sources I consulted in my bibliography,
or only those I cited?
A: For the Notes-Bibliography system, the bibliography should include all sources cited. For the
Author-Date system, the list at the end is called a Reference List and should ideally contain only the
sources directly cited in the text. However, institutional guidelines may vary.

Q: How should block quotations be formatted in a Chicago
style thesis paper?
A: Block quotations, typically four or more lines of text, should be set off from the main text by
starting on a new line, indenting the entire quotation, and usually single-spacing the text. The citation
follows the quotation's closing punctuation.

Q: What are the standard margin requirements for a Chicago
style thesis?
A: Generally, Chicago style recommends one-inch margins on all sides of the document (top, bottom,
left, and right).

Q: How are page numbers handled in a Chicago style thesis,
especially for preliminary pages?
A: Preliminary pages (title page, abstract, table of contents) are typically numbered with lowercase
Roman numerals, while the main body of the thesis uses Arabic numerals, usually placed in the upper
right-hand corner.



Q: What is the difference between a "Bibliography" and a
"Reference List" in Chicago style?
A: While both are lists of sources, a "Bibliography" in the Notes-Bibliography system often includes
sources consulted but not directly cited, whereas a "Reference List" in the Author-Date system
typically includes only sources that have been cited in the text.

Q: How should I cite a website in Chicago style if the author is
an organization?
A: When citing a website with an organizational author, list the organization's name, followed by the
title of the specific page or document (in quotation marks), the website name (italicized), the
publication or last updated date, and the URL. For example: American Psychological Association,
"Publication Manual of the APA," APA Website, last modified March 10, 2023,
https://www.apa.org/pubs/manual.
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