
chicago style paper requirements for
students
Chicago Style Paper Requirements for Students: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style paper requirements for students can seem daunting at first, but understanding its
foundational principles and specific formatting rules will transform this academic task into a
manageable and even rewarding process. This comprehensive guide is designed to demystify the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for students, covering everything from general formatting
guidelines to the intricacies of citations and bibliographical entries. We will explore the nuances of
both the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system, two primary citation styles within
CMOS, and provide clear instructions on how to structure your paper effectively. Mastering these
requirements ensures academic integrity and enhances the clarity and credibility of your scholarly
work.
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Understanding Chicago Style: An Overview

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a widely respected style guide that offers extensive
recommendations for manuscript preparation and citation. It is particularly prevalent in the
humanities and social sciences, though its flexibility allows for adaptation in various academic
disciplines. For students, understanding Chicago style is crucial for presenting research and
arguments in a clear, consistent, and professional manner. The manual itself is a voluminous
resource, but for most student papers, focusing on the core requirements related to formatting and
citation is sufficient. Two distinct systems are commonly employed within Chicago style: the notes-
bibliography system and the author-date system. Each system has its unique approach to
referencing sources, and understanding which one your instructor requires is the first critical step.

The primary goal of any citation style, including Chicago, is to provide proper attribution to sources,
avoiding plagiarism and allowing readers to locate the original works. This not only demonstrates
academic honesty but also strengthens the authority of your own writing by showing that your
claims are supported by credible research. Familiarity with these requirements will serve you well
throughout your academic career, as many universities and journals adhere to CMOS or a variation
of it. This guide will break down these requirements into digestible components, making the process
of formatting your Chicago style paper much more accessible.



General Formatting Guidelines for Chicago Style
Papers

When preparing a Chicago style paper, adherence to specific formatting guidelines ensures a
polished and professional presentation. These standards apply to the physical layout of your
document, contributing to its readability and overall aesthetic. While some instructors may provide
specific modifications, a set of core principles generally applies across most academic contexts.
These guidelines are designed to create a uniform look, allowing readers to focus on the content
without distraction.

Page Margins and Spacing

For most Chicago style papers, standard page margins are essential. Typically, this means one-inch
margins on all sides of the page: top, bottom, left, and right. This consistent spacing provides ample
room for annotations and ensures that text is not cramped. Double-spacing is the standard for the
entire body of the paper, including block quotations and the bibliography or reference list. Single-
spacing is generally reserved for elements like the title page (if used and not integrated into the first
page of text) and sometimes for footnotes or endnotes, depending on the specific instructions.
Always verify your instructor's preference regarding single-spaced notes.

Font and Typeface

The choice of font and typeface significantly impacts the readability of your paper. Chicago style
generally recommends a clear, legible serif font, such as Times New Roman, Garamond, or Palatino.
The standard font size is 12-point. While sans-serif fonts might be used in certain digital contexts or
specific fields, serif fonts are historically preferred for academic manuscripts as they are believed to
aid in reading extended texts. Consistency in font choice throughout the document is paramount.

Page Numbering

Page numbering is a critical component of Chicago style formatting. Numbers should appear in the
upper right-hand corner of each page, starting with the second page of your paper. The first page,
which often contains the title and your name, is not typically numbered, or if it is, the number is
suppressed. Arabic numerals are used for page numbering. In the notes-bibliography system, if you
include a separate title page, the page numbers will usually begin with the introduction. For the
author-date system, numbering conventions can be similar, with the introductory pages potentially
being numbered with Roman numerals if they precede the main text.

Indentation and Paragraphs



Paragraphs in Chicago style are typically indicated by an indentation of the first line. The standard
indentation is usually 0.5 inches, aligning with the tab setting on most word processors. This visual
cue helps readers distinguish between paragraphs. The first paragraph of a section or chapter is
generally not indented. Consistent indentation throughout the paper is crucial for maintaining a
professional appearance and adhering to the established conventions.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Chicago Style

The notes-bibliography system is one of the two primary citation formats within the Chicago Manual
of Style. This system is favored in disciplines like history, literature, and the arts, where extensive
explanatory notes and detailed source information are often required. It relies on superscript
numbers within the text to refer readers to corresponding notes at the bottom of the page
(footnotes) or at the end of the document (endnotes). This system allows for more in-depth
commentary and contextualization of sources without disrupting the flow of the main text.

In-Text Citations (Notes)

When you cite a source in the notes-bibliography system, you insert a superscript number
immediately following the relevant passage, punctuation mark, or quotation. This number
corresponds to a note in your footnote or endnote section. The first time a source is cited, the note
should contain full bibliographic information. Subsequent citations of the same source can use a
shortened form, typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the page
number(s).

For example, a first note might look like this:
1. Michel Foucault, Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison, trans. Alan Sheridan (New York:
Vintage Books, 1995), 31.

A subsequent note for the same source would be:
2. Foucault, Discipline and Punish, 78.

The Bibliography

At the end of your Chicago style paper, when using the notes-bibliography system, you must include
a bibliography. This is an alphabetical list of all the sources you have cited in your notes. The
bibliography provides complete bibliographic information for each source, allowing readers to easily
locate them. The format of entries in the bibliography is similar to that of the first note for each
source, but with some key differences. For instance, the author's last name appears first, followed by
a comma and then their first name. The entire bibliography is typically double-spaced, with a
hanging indent for each entry (the first line is flush left, and subsequent lines are indented).

An example of a bibliography entry for a book would be:
Foucault, Michel. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Translated by Alan Sheridan. New



York: Vintage Books, 1995.

When to Use Notes

Notes serve multiple purposes beyond simple citation. They can be used to provide supplementary
information that does not fit directly into the main text, to offer definitions or explanations of terms,
to include tangential discussions, or to acknowledge the contributions of others. Carefully consider
what information genuinely enhances your argument or aids reader comprehension when deciding
whether to place it in a note. Overuse of notes can detract from the paper's clarity, while underuse
can lead to omissions of important context or attribution.

The Author-Date System in Chicago Style

The author-date system, the second primary citation method within the Chicago Manual of Style, is
more commonly found in the social sciences and natural sciences. This system uses parenthetical in-
text citations that include the author's last name and the year of publication, along with page
numbers for direct quotations. This approach provides a more immediate indication of the source's
origin and publication date, which can be particularly useful in fields where the chronology of
research is important. Like the notes-bibliography system, it requires a reference list at the end of
the paper.

In-Text Citations (Parenthetical)

In the author-date system, citations appear directly within the text in parentheses. The basic format
is (Author Last Name Year, Page Number). For example, if you are quoting or paraphrasing a work
by Foucault published in 1995, the citation would be (Foucault 1995, 31).

If the author's name is already mentioned in the sentence, you only need to include the year and
page number in parentheses:
Foucault argues that prisons evolved into sites of social control (1995, 31).

If you are citing multiple works by the same author in the same year, you would use letters to
distinguish them: (Foucault 1995a, 31), (Foucault 1995b, 45).

The Reference List

Similar to the bibliography in the notes-bibliography system, the author-date system requires a
reference list at the end of the paper. This list includes all the sources cited in the text. Entries in
the reference list are arranged alphabetically by the author's last name. The format for each entry is
generally the same as in the notes-bibliography system's bibliography, with the author's last name
first, followed by the first name. The date of publication is placed immediately after the author's



name. The reference list is typically double-spaced with hanging indents.

An example of a reference list entry for a book in the author-date system would be:
Foucault, Michel. 1995. Discipline and Punish: The Birth of the Prison. Translated by Alan Sheridan.
New York: Vintage Books.

When to Use the Author-Date System

The author-date system is particularly effective when your research emphasizes the temporal
development of ideas or when you are engaging with a body of literature where the publication date
of a source is as crucial as its author. It is often preferred in scientific and social science disciplines
because it quickly informs the reader about the currency of the information being presented. The
parenthetical citations are less intrusive to the main text than extensive footnotes or endnotes,
allowing for a smoother reading experience.

Crafting Your Paper: Introduction, Body, and
Conclusion

Regardless of the specific citation system employed, the fundamental structure of an academic
paper in Chicago style remains consistent with good scholarly practice. A well-organized paper
effectively guides the reader through your argument, presenting evidence and analysis logically. The
introduction sets the stage, the body develops your thesis with supporting details, and the
conclusion provides a sense of closure and reiterates the significance of your findings.

The Introduction

Your introduction should grab the reader's attention and clearly state the purpose and scope of your
paper. It typically begins with a hook or a broad statement that introduces the topic, then narrows
down to your specific research question or thesis statement. The introduction should provide
necessary background information and outline the main points you will cover in the body of the
paper. For a Chicago style paper, the introduction sets the tone and prepares the reader for the
subsequent argumentation and citation practices.

The Body Paragraphs

The body of your paper is where you present your evidence, analysis, and arguments. Each body
paragraph should focus on a single main idea that supports your thesis statement. Start each
paragraph with a topic sentence that clearly states its main point. Follow this with supporting
evidence, which can include textual analysis, data, research findings, or expert opinions, all properly
cited according to Chicago style requirements. Explain how your evidence supports your topic



sentence and, by extension, your overall thesis. Ensure smooth transitions between paragraphs to
maintain a cohesive flow.

The Conclusion

The conclusion of your Chicago style paper should not introduce new information or arguments.
Instead, it should summarize your main points and restate your thesis in a new way, reinforcing the
key takeaways of your research. Discuss the broader implications of your findings, suggest areas for
future research, or offer a final thought that leaves a lasting impression on the reader. The
conclusion should provide a sense of completeness and demonstrate the significance of your
contribution to the topic.

Essential Elements of a Chicago Style Paper

Beyond the core text, a Chicago style paper often includes several other essential components that
contribute to its completeness and adherence to academic standards. These elements, when
formatted correctly, enhance the professionalism and clarity of your work. Understanding what
these components are and how they should appear is vital for a successful submission.

Title Page (Optional but Recommended)

While not always mandatory in Chicago style (often the title, author's name, and course information
are integrated into the first page of text), a separate title page is frequently used and recommended
for student papers. This page should include the title of the paper, your name, the course name and
number, the instructor's name, and the date of submission. The title should be centered on the page,
and the other information is typically placed towards the bottom, also centered. This page is usually
not numbered.

Abstract (If Required)

An abstract is a brief summary of your paper, typically ranging from 150 to 250 words. It should
provide an overview of your research question, methodology, key findings, and conclusions. The
abstract appears at the beginning of the paper, after the title page but before the main body. It is
essential for quickly conveying the essence of your work to readers. Ensure the abstract is concise,
accurate, and written in clear language.

Table of Contents (If Required)

For longer papers or theses, a table of contents is a standard requirement. It lists the major sections



of your paper, including chapter titles, section headings, and sometimes even subsections, along
with their corresponding page numbers. This helps readers navigate the document and understand
its structure. Ensure that the headings in your table of contents precisely match the headings used
in the body of your paper.

Notes (Footnotes or Endnotes)

As discussed in the section on the notes-bibliography system, footnotes (at the bottom of the page)
or endnotes (at the end of the paper) are crucial for providing citations and supplementary
information. The decision between footnotes and endnotes is usually dictated by instructor
preference or publisher guidelines. Ensure that your notes are consistently formatted and that every
citation within the text is matched by a corresponding note.

Bibliography or Reference List

This is the comprehensive list of all sources consulted and cited in your paper, presented at the end.
As detailed previously, its format differs slightly between the notes-bibliography system
(Bibliography) and the author-date system (Reference List). Accuracy and consistency in this section
are paramount for academic integrity and reader accessibility.

Common Pitfalls and How to Avoid Them

Navigating the intricacies of Chicago style paper requirements can sometimes lead to common
errors. Being aware of these potential pitfalls can help you avoid them and ensure your paper meets
the highest standards of academic writing. Proactive attention to detail is the best strategy for
producing a polished and compliant document.

Inconsistent Citation Formatting

One of the most frequent mistakes is inconsistency in citation formatting, both within the
notes/parenthetical citations and in the final bibliography/reference list. This can manifest as
variations in punctuation, capitalization, or the order of bibliographic elements. To avoid this, refer
closely to the Chicago Manual of Style or your instructor's specific guidelines for every source type.
Use citation management tools if helpful, but always double-check their output.

Incorrect Placement of Superscript Numbers

The placement of superscript citation numbers in the notes-bibliography system is crucial. They
should generally appear after the punctuation of the relevant clause or sentence, not before. For



instance, a citation for a quote should follow the closing quotation mark and precede the period.
Incorrect placement can disrupt the flow and clarity of your text.

Misinterpreting Footnotes vs. Endnotes

While both serve as citation points in the notes-bibliography system, their physical location differs.
Ensure you are using the correct system as specified by your instructor. If using endnotes, ensure
they are clearly separated from the main body of the text and are themselves clearly organized and
formatted.

Inaccurate or Incomplete Bibliography/Reference List Entries

A bibliography or reference list is not merely a list of sources; it is a detailed record. Missing
information, incorrect spellings of author names or titles, or improper formatting can all lead to
issues. Take the time to meticulously verify each entry against your source material and the Chicago
style guidelines. This often involves checking details like publication city, publisher, and year.

Paying close attention to these elements and consistently referencing the Chicago Manual of Style
will ensure your paper is well-formatted, credible, and adheres to all necessary academic standards,
making your research accessible and impactful for your readers.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Style Paper
Requirements for Students

Q: What is the primary difference between the notes-
bibliography and author-date systems in Chicago style?
A: The primary difference lies in how sources are cited within the text. The notes-bibliography
system uses superscript numbers in the text that correspond to footnotes or endnotes, allowing for
more explanatory content. The author-date system uses parenthetical citations within the text,
consisting of the author's last name and publication year.

Q: Should my entire Chicago style paper be double-spaced?
A: Generally, yes, the entire body of a Chicago style paper should be double-spaced, including block
quotations and the bibliography or reference list. However, some elements like footnotes themselves
might be single-spaced, depending on specific instructions. Always check with your instructor for
their preferences.



Q: How do I format a block quotation in Chicago style?
A: A block quotation (typically 5 or more lines of prose, or 3 or more lines of poetry) should be set off
from the main text by indenting the entire quotation 0.5 inches from the left margin. It should be
double-spaced, and the parenthetical citation or note number should follow the closing punctuation
of the quotation. Do not use quotation marks around the block quotation itself.

Q: What is the purpose of the bibliography or reference list in
Chicago style?
A: The bibliography (for the notes-bibliography system) or reference list (for the author-date system)
serves as a comprehensive list of all sources cited in the paper. It allows readers to locate and
consult the original works, providing full bibliographic details for each entry.

Q: How do I cite a source that has no author in Chicago style?
A: In the absence of an author, you would typically start the citation with the title of the work. If
using the notes-bibliography system, the title would appear first in the note and bibliography. For
the author-date system, the title would begin the reference list entry. You would still include all
other relevant publication information.

Q: Can I use online citation generators for Chicago style?
A: Online citation generators can be helpful tools, but they should not be relied upon entirely. It is
crucial to review and verify the generated citations against the official Chicago Manual of Style or
your instructor's guidelines, as these tools can sometimes produce errors or inconsistencies.

Q: What are the standard margins for a Chicago style paper?
A: The standard margins for a Chicago style paper are typically one inch on all sides: top, bottom,
left, and right. This ensures ample white space and a neat presentation of the text.

Q: When should I use an abstract in my Chicago style paper?
A: An abstract is usually required for longer research papers, theses, or dissertations. It provides a
concise summary of the paper's content, including its purpose, methodology, findings, and
conclusions. Always check your assignment requirements to see if an abstract is needed.
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