
chicago style paper formatting for
undergraduate students
The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely adopted citation style, particularly common in the
humanities and social sciences. Understanding chicago style paper formatting for undergraduate
students is crucial for academic success, ensuring clarity, consistency, and proper attribution of
sources. This guide will delve into the essential elements of Chicago style, from general formatting
principles to the intricacies of in-text citations and the bibliography. Mastering these components
will not only prevent accidental plagiarism but also demonstrate a high level of scholarly rigor. We
will cover everything from margins and font choices to the distinct approaches of notes and
bibliography versus author-date systems. By the end of this comprehensive article, undergraduate
students will feel confident in their ability to format their papers according to Chicago style
guidelines.
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General Formatting Guidelines

Adhering to fundamental formatting rules forms the bedrock of any well-presented academic paper.
For papers employing the Chicago Manual of Style, these guidelines ensure a clean, readable, and
professional appearance. Consistency in these basic elements creates a strong first impression and
allows readers to focus on your content without distraction. These are the foundational rules that
apply across your entire document, setting the stage for more specific citation requirements.

The standard page setup for a Chicago style paper involves specific margins, font choices, and line
spacing. Unless your instructor specifies otherwise, you should typically use one-inch margins on all
sides of the page: top, bottom, left, and right. This provides ample white space, which enhances
readability and makes the document less overwhelming. The default setting for most word
processors, one-inch margins are standard for a reason.

Font selection is also key to professional presentation. The Chicago Manual of Style generally
recommends using a highly readable, serif typeface such as Times New Roman, Garamond, or
Palatino. The font size should be 12-point. Avoid overly decorative or novelty fonts that can hinder
readability and detract from the seriousness of academic work. Consistency in font choice
throughout the paper is paramount; do not mix different fonts within the main body of your text.



Line spacing is another crucial element. The main body of your text should be double-spaced. This
includes not only the paragraphs but also block quotations, although some instructors may permit
single-spacing for block quotes. Double-spacing between lines creates a visual separation that aids
comprehension. Subheadings, if used, should also be double-spaced from the preceding and
succeeding text.

Page numbering is essential for organization. In Chicago style, page numbers are typically placed in
the upper right-hand corner of each page, starting with the title page as page 1. Some instructors
may prefer to omit the page number from the title page itself, but it should still be counted as the
first page. Ensure that your page numbers are consistently formatted and placed.

Title Page Formatting

While not always required, a title page provides a formal introduction to your academic work. When
a title page is necessary for your Chicago style paper, it should be designed with clarity and
conciseness in mind. The elements presented on the title page offer essential information about your
paper and its author without overwhelming the reader. Understanding how to structure this page
correctly is the first step in presenting your research.

The title of your paper should be prominently displayed and centered on the page, usually about one-
third of the way down from the top. It should be in title case, meaning major words are capitalized.
Avoid putting the title in all capital letters unless specifically instructed to do so, as this can appear
aggressive or unprofessional. Beneath the title, you will typically include your name, the course
name and number, your instructor's name, and the date.

Each of these pieces of information—your name, course, instructor, and date—should be centered
below the title, with each element on a new line. There should be double-spacing between these
lines, just as there is in the body of the paper. Ensure all text on the title page is centered. This
creates a balanced and aesthetically pleasing layout that signals professionalism.

It's important to note that some instructors may have slightly different preferences for title page
elements or their placement. Always consult your assignment guidelines or syllabus for any specific
instructions that might deviate from the general Chicago style recommendations. However, the core
principle remains to present essential identifying information clearly and symmetrically.

In-Text Citation Methods: Notes and Bibliography

The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citing sources within the text of your
paper: the Notes and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system. The Notes and Bibliography



system is more common in the humanities, such as literature, history, and the arts. This method uses
footnotes or endnotes to cite sources and is accompanied by a comprehensive bibliography at the
end of the paper.

When using the Notes and Bibliography system, a superscript number is placed in the text
immediately following the material that requires citation. This number corresponds to a footnote at
the bottom of the page or an endnote at the end of the document. The first time a source is cited, the
note will contain full bibliographic information. Subsequent citations of the same source will use a
shortened version.

For example, a first footnote might look like this:

John Smith, The History of Chicago (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2020), 45.

A subsequent footnote for the same source would be significantly shorter:

Smith, History of Chicago, 112.

If you are citing a source multiple times consecutively, you can use "Ibid." (which means "in the
same place"). For instance, if the previous footnote was for page 112 of Smith's book, the next
citation for the same page would be:

Ibid.

If it's for a different page in the same source, it would be:

Ibid., 130.

This system allows for detailed explanatory notes that can supplement the main text without



disrupting the flow of your argument. These notes can also be used to provide additional
commentary or tangential information that is relevant but not essential to the main body of the
paper.

In-Text Citation Methods: Author-Date

The Author-Date system, also a part of the Chicago Manual of Style, is more commonly employed in
the social sciences, such as sociology, political science, and economics. This system is characterized
by parenthetical citations within the text and a References list at the end of the paper. It offers a
more concise in-text citation, which can be less disruptive to the reading experience for some
academic disciplines.

In the Author-Date system, citations appear directly in the text as the author's last name and the
year of publication, followed by the page number(s) if you are quoting directly or referring to
specific information. For instance, if you are citing information from John Smith's book published in
2020, and the relevant passage is on page 45, the in-text citation would appear as (Smith 2020, 45).

If you mention the author's name within your sentence, you only need to include the year and page
number in parentheses. For example, "As Smith argues, the urban landscape of Chicago transformed
dramatically in the early 20th century (2020, 45)." This integration of the author's name into the
sentence structure can make the prose flow more smoothly.

For sources without an author, you would use a shortened version of the title in place of the author's
name. For example, (History of Chicago 2020, 45). For works with multiple authors, the citation
would include all authors' last names up to a certain number (typically three or four, depending on
the edition of the manual), or the first author's name followed by "et al." For example, (Smith and
Jones 2021, 102) or (Smith et al. 2022, 78).

The key advantage of the Author-Date system is its brevity within the text, allowing the reader to
quickly identify the source and publication year. The full bibliographic details are then provided in
the References list at the end of the paper, ensuring that all necessary information is available for
consultation. This system is particularly useful for disciplines that involve extensive citation and
require frequent referencing of specific data points or arguments.

Creating Your Bibliography or References List

Regardless of which in-text citation method you choose—Notes and Bibliography or Author-Date—a
comprehensive list of all sources consulted will be required at the end of your paper. For the Notes
and Bibliography system, this list is called a Bibliography. For the Author-Date system, it is called a



References list. Both serve the crucial purpose of providing full bibliographic details for every
source cited in your work.

The Bibliography or References list should begin on a new page after the main body of your text. The
title of this page should be centered at the top. For the Notes and Bibliography system, the title is
"Bibliography." For the Author-Date system, the title is "References." The entries should be double-
spaced, both within each entry and between entries. However, some instructors may prefer single-
spacing within entries and double-spacing between them; always confirm with your instructor.

The alphabetization of entries is a critical element of both the Bibliography and References list.
Entries are listed alphabetically by the author's last name. If a source has no author, it is
alphabetized by the first significant word of the title (ignoring articles like "a," "an," and "the"). For
instance, a book titled The Chicago Art Scene would be alphabetized under "C."

A distinctive feature of Chicago style bibliographies and reference lists is the use of a "hanging
indent" for each entry. This means the first line of each citation is flush with the left margin, and all
subsequent lines of that same citation are indented. This formatting helps readers quickly identify
the beginning of each new source in the list.

It is essential that every source cited in your footnotes, endnotes, or in-text parenthetical citations is
included in your Bibliography or References list, and vice versa. Any discrepancy can lead to
confusion or accusations of misrepresentation. Carefully cross-reference your citations to ensure
accuracy and completeness.

Formatting Different Source Types

The Chicago Manual of Style provides specific guidelines for formatting a wide array of source
types, from books and journal articles to websites and interviews. Ensuring accuracy in these details
is paramount for scholarly integrity. While the general principles of author, title, publication
information, and page numbers remain consistent, the order and format vary.

Books: For a book in the Notes and Bibliography system, a full note typically includes the author's
full name, the title of the book in italics, publication information (city of publication, publisher, and
year of publication), and the page number. For example: Jane Doe, The Architecture of the City (New
York: Sterling Publishing, 2019), 75. In the Bibliography, the author's last name comes first: Doe,
Jane. The Architecture of the City. New York: Sterling Publishing, 2019. For the Author-Date system,
the in-text citation is (Doe 2019, 75), and the reference list entry follows the bibliography format but
may omit the city of publication if it's not essential.

Journal Articles: For journal articles, you'll need the author's name, the article title, the journal



title in italics, the volume and issue number, the publication year, and the page range of the article.
For a full note: John Roe, "Urban Sprawl and its Effects," Journal of Urban Studies 15, no. 2 (2021):
123-145. In the Bibliography: Roe, John. "Urban Sprawl and its Effects." Journal of Urban Studies 15,
no. 2 (2021): 123-145. The Author-Date in-text citation is (Roe 2021, 130).

Websites: Citing online sources requires careful attention to URLs and access dates. For a note:
Sarah Lee, "The Impact of Social Media on Politics," Academic Insights Blog, October 15, 2022,
https://www.academicinsights.com/socialmedia. For the Bibliography: Lee, Sarah. "The Impact of
Social Media on Politics." Academic Insights Blog. October 15, 2022.
https://www.academicinsights.com/socialmedia. When citing web content, it's often recommended to
include the date you accessed the material, especially if the content is likely to change.

Understanding the nuances for each source type is crucial. Consulting the latest edition of The
Chicago Manual of Style or reliable online resources dedicated to the style is highly recommended to
ensure accuracy for all your sources.

Common Formatting Errors to Avoid

Even with diligent effort, undergraduate students can sometimes fall prey to common formatting
errors when employing the Chicago style. Recognizing these pitfalls in advance can significantly
improve the quality and professionalism of your academic papers. Avoiding these mistakes ensures
that your work is taken seriously and that your adherence to academic standards is clear.

One of the most frequent errors is inconsistency in citation. This can manifest as mixing the Notes
and Bibliography system with the Author-Date system within the same paper, or inconsistently
formatting notes and bibliography entries. For example, forgetting to use title case for article titles,
or failing to italicize book titles, are common slips. Another significant issue is incorrect
alphabetization of the bibliography or reference list, or an inconsistent application of the hanging
indent.

Another common mistake relates to the page numbers. Students might forget to include page
numbers for direct quotes or specific references, or they might miscalculate or incorrectly format
page ranges for articles or book chapters. Forgetting to include the author's name or a shortened
version of the title in the in-text citation is also a frequent oversight.

Formatting errors also extend to the general document setup. Failing to maintain consistent one-
inch margins, using the wrong font or font size, or improper line spacing (e.g., single-spacing body
text instead of double-spacing) can detract from the paper's overall presentation. Not numbering
pages correctly, or omitting page numbers from pages where they are expected, also occurs.



Finally, neglecting to include all necessary publication details for a source, or conversely, including
information that is not required by the Chicago style, can be problematic. This highlights the
importance of careful attention to detail and cross-referencing with style guides or instructor
guidelines. Proofreading specifically for citation and formatting errors before submission is an
indispensable step.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the Chicago Notes
and Bibliography system and the Author-Date system?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The Notes and Bibliography
system uses footnotes or endnotes with superscript numbers, while the Author-Date system uses
parenthetical citations with the author's last name and the year of publication. Both systems are
accompanied by a comprehensive list of sources at the end of the paper (Bibliography for the former,
References for the latter).

Q: Do I need a title page for my Chicago style paper?
A: While not always mandatory, a title page is often required or recommended for Chicago style
papers, especially for undergraduate work. If used, it should be centered and include the paper's
title, your name, the course name and number, your instructor's name, and the date, with double-
spacing between these elements.

Q: How should I format my bibliography entries in Chicago
style?
A: Bibliography entries in Chicago style are double-spaced (within and between entries, or as per
instructor preference), alphabetized by the author's last name, and use a hanging indent. The order
and specific details of each entry depend on the type of source being cited (book, journal article,
website, etc.).

Q: What is a "hanging indent" and why is it used in Chicago
style?
A: A hanging indent means the first line of a citation is flush with the left margin, and all subsequent
lines of that same citation are indented. This formatting makes it easier for readers to quickly
identify the beginning of each new source in the bibliography or reference list, improving
readability.

Q: Should I italicize book titles in my Chicago style paper?
A: Yes, book titles should always be italicized in Chicago style, both in the text and in the
bibliography/reference list. Similarly, journal titles are also italicized.



Q: How do I cite a source that has no author in Chicago style?
A: If a source has no author, you should use the first significant word of the title in place of the
author's name for alphabetizing your bibliography or reference list. In the text, you would use a
shortened version of the title (italicized for books, in quotation marks for articles) in your citations.

Q: Can I use online citation generators for Chicago style?
A: While online citation generators can be helpful starting points, they are not always perfectly
accurate. It is crucial to cross-reference the generated citations with the official Chicago Manual of
Style or a reliable guide to ensure they meet all formatting requirements. Never rely on them
blindly.

Q: What is the rule for spacing around footnotes or endnotes
in Chicago style?
A: Footnotes are typically single-spaced within each note, with a double space between separate
notes on the same page. For endnotes, the entire section is usually double-spaced, with a space
between each numbered note.

Q: How do I handle multiple authors in a Chicago style
citation?
A: For two or three authors, list all their names in the order they appear on the source. For four or
more authors, list the first author's name followed by "et al." in both notes and the
bibliography/reference list, depending on the specific edition of the Chicago Manual of Style being
followed.

Q: Is it acceptable to use abbreviations in Chicago style
footnotes?
A: Yes, Chicago style allows for certain abbreviations, particularly for commonly understood terms
or in subsequent shortened citations. However, the first instance of a source typically requires full
publication details. Always refer to the Chicago Manual of Style for a definitive list of acceptable
abbreviations.
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