
chicago manual grammar examples

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a cornerstone for writers and editors seeking clarity, consistency,
and adherence to established conventions in English. Understanding its grammatical nuances is crucial for
producing polished, professional prose, whether for academic papers, books, or online content. This
comprehensive guide delves into various aspects of Chicago Manual grammar, providing clear explanations
and practical chicago manual grammar examples to illustrate key principles. We will explore common
punctuation challenges, effective sentence structure, proper use of possessives and plurals, and nuanced
citation styles, all within the framework of CMOS. Mastering these elements will not only enhance the
readability of your work but also establish your credibility as a meticulous communicator.
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Understanding CMOS Punctuation Rules

Punctuation is the bedrock of clear communication, and The Chicago Manual of Style offers precise
guidelines to ensure readers can navigate text effortlessly. CMOS emphasizes clarity and readability above
all else, often providing flexibility while still advocating for consistent application of rules.

The Role of the Comma in CMOS

Commas, perhaps the most frequently used punctuation mark, require careful attention. CMOS generally
advocates for the serial comma (or Oxford comma) in a series of three or more items. This means a comma is
placed before the conjunction (like 'and' or 'or') in such a list. For example, "The author requested a pen,



paper, and ink." This practice prevents potential ambiguity. However, CMOS also allows for omission if
clarity is not compromised, but consistency is paramount. When in doubt, using the serial comma is
generally recommended.

Semicolons and Colons: Bridging and Introducing

Semicolons are employed to connect two independent clauses that are closely related in thought but could
stand alone as separate sentences. For instance, "She meticulously researched her topic; she wanted to
ensure accuracy." This demonstrates a sophisticated way to link ideas without resorting to a conjunction.
Colons, on the other hand, are primarily used to introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. A common
chicago manual grammar example for a colon would be: "The recipe required several key ingredients:
flour, sugar, and eggs." It signals that what follows will elaborate on or fulfill the preceding statement.

Subject-Verb Agreement in Chicago Style

Ensuring that a verb agrees in number with its subject is a fundamental aspect of grammatical correctness.
CMOS adheres to standard English rules for subject-verb agreement, but certain constructions can pose
challenges. When the subject is singular, the verb must be singular; when the subject is plural, the verb
must be plural.

Handling Compound Subjects

Compound subjects joined by 'and' are typically plural: "The writer and the editor collaborated on the
manuscript." However, if the compound subject refers to a single entity or idea, it takes a singular verb:
"Peanut butter and jelly is my favorite sandwich." Subjects joined by 'or' or 'nor' require the verb to agree
with the subject closest to it: "Neither the students nor the professor was aware of the change."

Intervening Phrases and Clauses

Phrases or clauses that come between the subject and the verb should not affect agreement. The verb
should still agree with the true subject of the sentence. For example, "The box of chocolates, which arrived
yesterday, was delicious." Here, "box" is the singular subject, so the singular verb "was" is used, despite the
intervening phrase "of chocolates."



Possessives and Plurals According to CMOS

The correct formation of possessives and plurals is essential for clarity and adherence to grammatical
standards. CMOS provides clear guidelines to prevent common errors.

Forming Singular and Plural Possessives

Generally, to form the possessive of a singular noun, add an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "the author's
manuscript," "Charles's book"). For plural nouns ending in 's', simply add an apostrophe (e.g., "the students'
grades," "the families' traditions"). For plural nouns not ending in 's', add an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "the
children's toys," "the men's room").

Irregular Plurals and Possessives

Some nouns have irregular plural forms. The possessive is formed based on the plural form: "the women's
rights," "the geese's migration." Particular attention should be paid to words that are the same in singular
and plural form, such as 'sheep' or 'fish'. The possessive is determined by context and number: "the sheep's
wool" (singular) versus "the sheep's migration patterns" (plural, referring to multiple sheep, but the
possessive form remains the same as the singular if it ends in 's'; if it were 'deer', it would be 'the deer's
antlers' or 'the deer's herd').

Pronoun Usage and Agreement

Pronouns must agree in number, gender, and person with their antecedents (the nouns they replace).
CMOS emphasizes clarity and avoids ambiguity in pronoun reference.

Antecedent Clarity

The antecedent of a pronoun should be clear and unambiguous. Avoid situations where a pronoun could
refer to more than one noun. For instance, instead of "John told Robert that he was wrong," which is
unclear about who "he" refers to, rephrase: "John told Robert, 'You are wrong'" or "John told Robert that
Robert was wrong."



Indefinite Pronouns

Indefinite pronouns like 'everyone,' 'each,' 'nobody,' and 'somebody' are singular and require singular
pronouns. For example, "Everyone should submit their paper by Friday." While traditionally 'his' would
be used, modern CMOS acknowledges the use of 'their' as a singular, gender-neutral pronoun to avoid
awkward phrasing or sexism. However, consistency is key. "Each of the participants has their own set of
instructions."

Comma Usage: Essential Chicago Manual Grammar Examples

The judicious use of commas is vital for sentence clarity. CMOS provides detailed guidance on comma
placement for various grammatical structures.

Commas in Series

As mentioned, CMOS generally advocates for the serial comma. A list of three or more items requires
commas after each item except the last, with a comma before the conjunction. For example: "The project
requires research, writing, and editing."

Commas with Introductory Elements

Introductory phrases and clauses are typically set off by a comma. This applies to adverbs, prepositional
phrases, and dependent clauses that precede the main clause. Examples include: "After finishing the report,
she took a break." "In the early morning, the city was quiet." "Because the train was delayed, they arrived
late."

Commas to Set Off Nonrestrictive Elements

Nonrestrictive clauses and phrases provide additional, non-essential information. They are set off by
commas. If the information were removed, the meaning of the sentence would not change. For instance:
"My brother, who lives in California, is visiting next week." The clause "who lives in California" is
nonrestrictive. In contrast, restrictive elements are essential to the meaning and are not set off by commas:
"The brother who lives in California is visiting next week." This implies the speaker has more than one
brother, and the clause specifies which one.



Semicolons and Colons: When and How to Use Them

Semicolons and colons serve distinct but related purposes in structuring sentences and clarifying
relationships between ideas.

Connecting Independent Clauses with Semicolons

Semicolons are primarily used to join two independent clauses that are closely related. This creates a
smoother flow than two separate sentences. A good chicago manual grammar example is: "The deadline
was approaching rapidly; the team redoubled their efforts." The two clauses could stand alone but are
linked thematically.

Introducing Lists and Explanations with Colons

Colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, quotations, or examples that follow an independent clause.
The clause preceding the colon must be grammatically complete. Examples include: "The attendees
brought several items: blankets, snacks, and games." "She had one goal: to finish the marathon."

Apostrophe Usage in Chicago Style

Apostrophes are crucial for indicating possession and forming contractions, but their usage can be tricky.

Possessive Nouns

As detailed earlier, apostrophes are used to show ownership. Singular nouns typically take 's', and plural
nouns ending in 's' take only an apostrophe. Irregular plural possessives follow the same rules based on
their plural form. For example, "The company's profits increased significantly." "The investors' confidence
was restored."

Contractions

Apostrophes also indicate omitted letters in contractions, such as "it's" for "it is" or "they're" for "they are."



CMOS generally discourages contractions in formal writing, but when used, their formation with an
apostrophe is standard. However, it's important to distinguish between contractions and possessive pronouns
like 'its' (which has no apostrophe).

Quotation Marks and Their Application

Quotation marks are used to enclose direct speech, titles of short works, and terms used in a special sense.

Direct Quotations

Direct quotations are enclosed in double quotation marks. Periods and commas are placed inside the closing
quotation mark according to CMOS. For example: "He stated, 'The results were unexpected.'" Punctuation
within the quote follows the original source. If the quote is integrated into a sentence, commas are used
appropriately: "She asked, 'Are you coming to the meeting?'"

Titles of Shorter Works

Titles of articles, essays, poems, short stories, and songs are enclosed in quotation marks. Longer works like
books, journals, and movies are italicized. For example: "Her favorite poem was 'The Raven'."

Capitalization Standards in CMOS

CMOS has specific rules for capitalization to ensure consistency and clarity, particularly in titles and proper
nouns.

Title Case Conventions

In titles and headings, CMOS generally follows "title case," where major words are capitalized. However,
the specific rules can vary depending on whether it's a running head, a chapter title, or a subtitle. For
example, in a book title, all major words would be capitalized: "The Art of Writing."



Proper Nouns and Specific Terms

Proper nouns, such as names of people, places, and organizations, are always capitalized. Specific terms that
have become part of general usage, even if derived from a proper noun, are often not capitalized unless
they retain a specific institutional or official designation. For instance, "internet" is generally lowercase, but
"World Wide Web" is capitalized.

Verb Tense Consistency

Maintaining consistent verb tense throughout a piece of writing is crucial for coherence and reader
comprehension.

Narrative Tense

When narrating events, a consistent past tense is usually preferred. If shifting to the present tense for
dramatic effect or to describe ongoing states, it should be done consciously and with clear transitions. For
example, a historical account would predominantly use past tense verbs: "The explorer discovered the
island in 1788. He then charted its coastline."

Quoting and Citing

When discussing literature or referring to published works, CMOS often suggests using the present tense
to describe the content of the work, as the work itself still exists. For example: "In the novel, the
protagonist faces a moral dilemma."

Adjective and Adverb Usage

The correct use of adjectives and adverbs modifies nouns and verbs, respectively, adding detail and
precision to language.



Distinguishing Adjectives and Adverbs

Adjectives modify nouns or pronouns (e.g., "a quick learner," "she is happy"). Adverbs modify verbs,
adjectives, or other adverbs (e.g., "he ran quickly," "a very good book," "she spoke extremely softly"). A
common error is using an adjective where an adverb is needed, such as "He did good" instead of "He did
well."

Comparative and Superlative Forms

Adjectives and adverbs have comparative (comparing two) and superlative (comparing three or more)
forms. For most one-syllable words, add '-er' and '-est' (e.g., "faster," "fastest"). For longer words, use 'more'
and 'most' (e.g., "more carefully," "most intelligently"). CMOS adheres to standard comparative and
superlative formation.

The Chicago Manual of Style for Number Formatting

CMOS provides specific guidelines for when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals, aiming for
consistency and ease of reading.

Numbers Below Ten

Generally, CMOS recommends spelling out numbers from zero to nine and using numerals for numbers
ten and above. For example: "She has three dogs." "The project took twelve weeks."

Exceptions and Consistency

There are exceptions, such as when numbers are used for precise measurements, statistical data, or in a
series where some numbers are above and some below ten. In such cases, for consistency, all numbers in
the series may be written as numerals. Dates, times, ages, and percentages also typically use numerals. "The
temperature was 85°F." "The meeting is at 3:00 PM."



CMOS Citation and Footnote Examples

CMOS offers two primary systems for citation: notes and bibliography (preferred for many humanities) and
author-date (more common in sciences). Both systems require meticulous attention to detail.

Notes and Bibliography System

This system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes to cite sources within the text. A bibliography at the end
of the work provides a full list of sources. A typical footnote might look like this: "1. Jane Doe, The History
of Writing (New York: Publisher Name, 2020), 45." The bibliography entry would be similar but with the
author's last name first: "Doe, Jane. The History of Writing. New York: Publisher Name, 2020."

Author-Date System

In the author-date system, citations appear parenthetically in the text, followed by a full reference list. For
example: "(Doe 2020, 45)." The reference list would include full bibliographic details: "Doe, Jane. 2020. The
History of Writing. New York: Publisher Name."

Proofreading for Chicago Manual Grammar Compliance

Thorough proofreading is the final, critical step in ensuring your writing meets Chicago Manual grammar
standards. It involves a close examination of every sentence for errors in grammar, punctuation, spelling,
and style.

Systematic Review

A systematic approach to proofreading is most effective. Read your work aloud to catch awkward phrasing
or errors in flow. Focus on one type of error at a time, such as checking all commas, then all subject-verb
agreements, and so on. This methodical process helps prevent overlooking mistakes.

Utilizing Resources



Having a copy of The Chicago Manual of Style readily available is essential. Familiarize yourself with its
most common rules and refer to it when you encounter an uncertain grammatical point. Professional
editing software can also assist in identifying potential errors, but it should not be relied upon as a substitute
for careful human review. The goal is not just to correct mistakes but to refine the prose for maximum
clarity and impact, aligning perfectly with chicago manual grammar examples found in authoritative texts.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the CMOS notes-bibliography
system and the author-date system?
A: The notes-bibliography system uses numbered footnotes or endnotes for in-text citations and a
comprehensive bibliography at the end. The author-date system uses parenthetical citations within the text
(e.g., Smith 2023, 12) and a reference list at the end, typically favored in scientific and social science
disciplines.

Q: Does CMOS mandate the use of the serial comma?
A: CMOS generally recommends the serial comma (or Oxford comma) in a series of three or more items to
enhance clarity and prevent ambiguity. While it allows for its omission if clarity is not compromised,
consistent application of the serial comma is often preferred.

Q: How does CMOS handle the use of singular "they"?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style accepts the use of singular "they" as a gender-neutral pronoun when a
person's gender is unknown or irrelevant, or when referring to individuals who use "they" as their
pronoun. Consistency in its use is important.

Q: What are the basic rules for forming possessives in CMOS?
A: For singular nouns, add 's (e.g., the author's book). For plural nouns ending in s, add an apostrophe (e.g.,
the students' papers). For plural nouns not ending in s, add 's (e.g., the children's toys).

Q: When should numbers be spelled out versus written as numerals
according to CMOS?
A: CMOS generally advises spelling out numbers zero through nine and using numerals for 10 and above.



However, exceptions apply for precise measurements, dates, times, percentages, and when consistency in a
series of numbers is required.

Q: What is the CMOS guideline for punctuating direct quotations?
A: Periods and commas are placed inside the closing quotation mark in CMOS. Other punctuation marks
(question marks, exclamation points) are placed inside if they are part of the quoted material and outside if
they are part of the larger sentence.

Q: How does CMOS address verb tense when discussing literature?
A: When discussing the content of a literary work, CMOS generally recommends using the present tense,
as the work itself still exists. For example, "In the novel, the protagonist discovers a hidden passage."

Q: What are the rules for capitalizing titles in CMOS?
A: CMOS typically employs "title case" for titles and headings, where major words are capitalized.
However, specific capitalization rules can vary slightly depending on the context, such as for running
heads versus chapter titles.

Q: Can you provide an example of a nonrestrictive clause in CMOS?
A: A nonrestrictive clause provides extra, non-essential information and is set off by commas. For example:
"My sister, who lives in Chicago, is visiting next week." The clause "who lives in Chicago" is
nonrestrictive.

Q: What is the difference between "its" and "it's" according to CMOS?
A: "It's" is a contraction for "it is" or "it has." "Its" is the possessive form of "it." CMOS emphasizes the
importance of correctly distinguishing between these two forms to avoid grammatical errors.
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