chicago manual grammar tips

Mastering Chicago Manual Grammar: Essential Tips for Polished Writing

chicago manual grammar tips are indispensable for writers aiming for clarity,
precision, and professional polish in their work. Whether you are a seasoned author, a
diligent student, or a meticulous editor, understanding the nuances of the Chicago Manual
of Style (CMOS) can elevate your prose from good to exceptional. This comprehensive
guide delves into key grammatical principles, punctuation best practices, and stylistic
choices advocated by the CMOS. We will explore common pitfalls, offer actionable advice
on sentence structure, verb agreement, pronoun usage, and the art of effective
punctuation, all while adhering to the esteemed standards of this influential style guide.
Mastering these elements ensures your writing is not only grammatically sound but also
compelling and easy for your audience to comprehend.
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Understanding Core Chicago Manual Grammar
Principles

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS, provides a robust framework
for clear and consistent writing. At its heart, CMOS emphasizes readability and
accessibility, ensuring that the author's message is conveyed effectively without
unnecessary ambiguity. This means prioritizing straightforward language, logical sentence
construction, and precise word choice. Writers are encouraged to think about their
audience and tailor their language accordingly, while still maintaining a formal and
authoritative tone suitable for academic, professional, and published works.

One of the foundational principles is the importance of a consistent voice and style
throughout a document. CMOS guides writers on how to achieve this consistency, from
the most minute details of punctuation to broader stylistic choices. It advocates for a tone
that is informative, objective, and engaging, avoiding overly casual or overly ornate
language. The manual's recommendations are not arbitrary; they are designed to facilitate
understanding and prevent common errors that can distract readers or undermine the
credibility of the text.



Adherence to Established Conventions

Adherence to established conventions is a cornerstone of Chicago Manual grammar. This
means respecting traditional grammatical rules while also acknowledging the evolving
nature of language. CMOS provides detailed guidance on issues such as subject-verb
agreement, pronoun case, and the correct use of modifiers. By following these
conventions, writers signal their professionalism and their commitment to producing high-
quality content that meets the expectations of discerning readers and publishers.

The manual offers solutions to often-confusing grammatical scenarios. For instance, it
clarifies the rules for compound subjects, collective nouns, and indefinite pronouns,
ensuring writers can navigate these complexities with confidence. This attention to detail
is what sets polished writing apart and is a hallmark of work that has been carefully
reviewed and edited according to CMOS standards.

Clarity and Conciseness

Clarity and conciseness are paramount in any writing endeavor, and CMOS provides
ample guidance to achieve these goals. The manual encourages writers to eliminate
wordiness, avoid jargon where possible, and construct sentences that are easy to follow.
This involves actively seeking out opportunities to shorten phrases, replace vague terms
with precise ones, and ensure that the main idea of each sentence is readily apparent.
Eliminating redundant words and phrases is a constant endeavor for writers striving for
efficiency.

Conciseness does not mean sacrificing detail or richness; rather, it means expressing
ideas economically and effectively. CMOS promotes active voice over passive voice in most
instances, as active voice generally leads to more direct and impactful sentences.
Furthermore, it advises on the strategic use of sentence structure to vary rhythm and
maintain reader engagement, preventing monotony while ensuring that the core message
remains the focus.

Punctuation: The Art of Clarity and Flow

Punctuation is the silent architect of written communication, guiding the reader through
sentences, paragraphs, and complex ideas. The Chicago Manual of Style offers precise
rules and recommendations for punctuation that are crucial for maintaining clarity,
rhythm, and intended meaning. Misplaced commas, misused apostrophes, or incorrect use
of semicolons can drastically alter the impact or even the meaning of a sentence.
Therefore, a thorough understanding of CMOS punctuation rules is essential for any
writer seeking to produce polished and professional text.

CMOS generally favors a more conservative approach to punctuation, particularly
concerning commas, to avoid over-punctuation that can fragment sentences. However, it



also provides clear guidelines for when punctuation is necessary to prevent misreading.
This balance ensures that sentences are neither choppy nor ambiguous, facilitating a
smooth and logical reading experience for the audience.

The Comma: Mastering its Nuances

The comma is perhaps the most frequently used and most frequently misused punctuation
mark. Chicago Manual grammar tips offer specific advice on its proper application.
Generally, commas are used to separate elements in a series, to set off introductory
clauses and phrases, to set off nonrestrictive elements, and to separate independent
clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction. CMOS advocates for the serial (or Oxford)
comma, which is the comma placed before the conjunction in a list of three or more items.
This practice often enhances clarity and prevents potential ambiguities.

For example, in the sentence "We invited the dancers, the actors, and the musicians," the
serial comma before "and" clearly distinguishes the musicians as a separate group.
Without it, the sentence might imply that the dancers are also the musicians, leading to
misinterpretation. CMOS also provides guidance on avoiding the comma splice, which
occurs when two independent clauses are joined only by a comma.

Semicolons, Colons, and Dashes

Semicolons are primarily used to connect two closely related independent clauses that are
not joined by a coordinating conjunction. For instance, "The storm raged outside; inside,
the family huddled together for warmth." Semicolons can also be used to separate items in
a complex list where those items themselves contain commas. Colons are used to
introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. A common usage is after a complete sentence
that introduces an enumeration: "The ingredients are as follows: flour, sugar, and eggs."

Dashes, both em dashes and en dashes, serve distinct purposes. Em dashes are typically
used to set off parenthetical information that is more emphatic than a comma or to
indicate an abrupt break in thought. En dashes, on the other hand, are used to indicate
ranges, such as dates or page numbers: "The conference will be held from October 15-17."
Understanding these distinctions is crucial for effective punctuation in Chicago style.

Apostrophes and Quotation Marks

Apostrophes are used to indicate possession and to form contractions. For possessives,
CMOS follows standard rules: add 's to singular nouns and to plural nouns not ending in s,
and add only an apostrophe to plural nouns ending in s. For contractions, such as "it's" for
"it is" or "they're" for "they are," proper usage is vital to avoid confusion with possessive
forms like "its" and "their."



Quotation marks are employed for direct quotations, titles of short works (like articles or
chapters), and to indicate irony or a word used in a special sense. CMOS specifies the
placement of other punctuation marks relative to quotation marks, generally placing
periods and commas inside the closing quotation mark, while colons and semicolons go
outside, unless they are part of the quoted material itself.

Sentence Structure and Clarity

Well-structured sentences are the backbone of clear communication, and the Chicago
Manual of Style offers robust guidance on constructing them effectively. Effective
sentence structure ensures that your ideas are conveyed logically and without confusion,
making your writing more accessible and impactful for your readers. This involves paying
close attention to how clauses and phrases are arranged, how modifiers are placed, and
how sentences connect to one another to create a smooth and coherent flow.

CMOS promotes a writing style that prioritizes the reader's experience. This means
avoiding overly long and convoluted sentences that can obscure meaning. Instead, writers
are encouraged to break down complex thoughts into digestible units, ensuring that each
sentence contributes meaningfully to the overall argument or narrative. Varying sentence
length and structure also helps to maintain reader engagement and prevent monotony.

Avoiding Ambiguity and Misplaced Modifiers

One of the most common pitfalls in sentence construction is the creation of ambiguity,
often through the improper placement of modifiers. A misplaced modifier is a word,
phrase, or clause that is improperly separated from the word it modifies or the word it is
intended to modify. This can lead to unintended and often humorous meanings. For
example, the sentence "I saw a dog running down the street with a wagging tail" could
imply the street has a wagging tail. The Chicago Manual of Style strongly advises writers
to ensure their modifiers are placed as close as possible to the words they describe.

Similarly, dangling modifiers, which are phrases that do not logically modify any word in
the sentence, should be avoided. A classic example is "Having finished the book, the movie
seemed dull." Here, it is unclear who finished the book. To correct this, the sentence could
be rewritten as "Having finished the book, I found the movie dull." Adhering to these
principles of modifier placement is critical for grammatical accuracy and clarity.

Active vs. Passive Voice

The Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for the use of the active voice over the
passive voice. Active voice typically makes sentences more direct, concise, and vigorous.
In an active sentence, the subject performs the action (e.g., "The student wrote the
essay"). In a passive sentence, the subject receives the action (e.g., "The essay was written



by the student"). While passive voice has its appropriate uses, such as when the actor is
unknown or unimportant, or when emphasizing the recipient of the action, its overuse can
lead to weaker and less engaging prose.

CMOS encourages writers to favor active constructions whenever possible to enhance the
clarity and impact of their writing. When reviewing your work, consider whether switching
from passive to active voice would make your sentences stronger and more direct. This is
a fundamental aspect of achieving a dynamic and effective writing style aligned with
Chicago's principles.

Sentence Variety

While clarity and conciseness are key, maintaining reader interest also requires a variety
in sentence structure and length. A succession of short, declarative sentences can sound
choppy, while a string of long, complex sentences can become tiresome. The Chicago
Manual of Style implicitly supports the principle of sentence variety as a means of
improving readability and stylistic appeal.

Writers can achieve sentence variety by employing a mix of simple, compound, complex,
and compound-complex sentences. They can also vary the beginnings of their sentences,
using introductory phrases, clauses, or adverbs to create different rhythms. This
deliberate variation prevents monotony and helps to guide the reader's attention through
the text, making the reading experience more dynamic and enjoyable.

Pronoun Usage and Agreement

Pronoun usage is a critical aspect of grammatical correctness, and the Chicago Manual of
Style provides clear guidelines to ensure accuracy and avoid confusion. Pronouns are
words that stand in for nouns, and they must agree in number, gender, and person with
their antecedents (the nouns they replace). Proper pronoun usage is essential for
maintaining clarity, coherence, and a professional tone in your writing.

One of the most common areas of difficulty involves pronoun-antecedent agreement. A
pronoun must agree in number with its antecedent. For example, if the antecedent is
singular, the pronoun must be singular; if the antecedent is plural, the pronoun must be
plural. This principle applies even when dealing with collective nouns or indefinite
pronouns, which can sometimes present unique challenges.

Indefinite Pronouns and Agreement

Indefinite pronouns, such as "each," "every," "anyone," "everyone," "nobody," and
"somebody," are always singular. Consequently, they require singular pronouns to refer to
them. This can be a common point of error for writers. For instance, the sentence "Each of



the students brought their own lunch" is grammatically incorrect according to traditional
rules and CMOS. The correct form, adhering to CMOS standards, would be "Each of the
students brought his or her own lunch," or more commonly today, rephrased to avoid the
singular "they" or the potentially awkward "his or her."

To avoid the issue of gendered singular pronouns, CMOS also accepts the use of "they,"
"them," and "their" to refer to a singular antecedent when the gender is unknown or
irrelevant. However, it's important to ensure consistency. If you choose to use the singular
"they," maintain that usage throughout your text unless a specific reason dictates
otherwise. Alternatively, rephrasing the sentence to use a plural antecedent or a different
construction can also resolve the issue elegantly.

Who vs. Whom

The distinction between "who" and "whom" is a classic point of grammatical contention.
"Who" is a subjective pronoun, used as the subject of a verb. "Whom" is an objective
pronoun, used as the object of a verb or preposition. A helpful trick is to substitute
"he/she" for "who" and "him/her" for "whom." If "he" or "she" fits, use "who." If "him" or
"her" fits, use "whom."

For example, consider the sentence: " is coming to the party?" If you can answer
with "He is coming," then the correct pronoun is "who." For the sentence: "To

should I send the invitation?" If you can answer with "I should send it to him," then the
correct pronoun is "whom." CMOS adheres strictly to this distinction to maintain
grammatical precision.

Possessive Pronouns and Apostrophes

Possessive pronouns, such as "my," "your," "his," "her," "its," "our," and "their," do not
take apostrophes. This is a frequent area of confusion, especially with "its" versus "it's."
"Its" is the possessive form of "it" (e.g., "The dog wagged its tail"). "It's" is a contraction of
"it is" or "it has" (e.g., "It's a beautiful day"). CMOS strongly emphasizes this distinction to
ensure clarity and accuracy.

Similarly, "their" is possessive (e.g., "They lost their keys"), while "they're" is a contraction
of "they are" (e.g., "They're going home"). Understanding and correctly applying these
possessive forms is fundamental to precise writing according to the Chicago Manual's
standards.

Verb Tense and Agreement

Consistent and accurate verb tense and agreement are fundamental to grammatical
correctness and the flow of narrative or exposition. The Chicago Manual of Style



emphasizes maintaining a logical and consistent verb tense throughout a piece of writing
to avoid confusing the reader. Understanding how to properly conjugate verbs and ensure
they agree with their subjects is a cornerstone of effective composition.

Verb tense dictates when an action takes place—past, present, or future. Consistency is
key; once a primary tense is established for a narrative or discussion, it should generally
be maintained unless there is a clear reason to shift. Shifts in tense that are not clearly
signaled or justified can disrupt the reader's understanding and make the writing appear
unprofessional.

Maintaining Consistent Verb Tense

In narrative writing, the past tense is typically used to recount events that have already
occurred. For example, "The author researched extensively; she then drafted the
manuscript." If the writing is descriptive or discusses ongoing truths or habitual actions,
the present tense is often employed. For instance, "The Chicago Manual of Style
emphasizes clarity." When discussing future events, the future tense is used, often with
"will" or "shall."

The challenge arises when there's a need to shift tense, for instance, to include a
flashback or to discuss hypothetical situations. These shifts should be signaled clearly. A
common error is a so-called "tense shift," where the tense changes without a clear logical
reason, making the sequence of events confusing. For example, "The protagonist walked
into the room and sees a strange object" incorrectly shifts from past to present tense. It
should be "The protagonist walked into the room and saw a strange object."

Subject-Verb Agreement

Subject-verb agreement is a foundational rule: a singular subject requires a singular verb,
and a plural subject requires a plural verb. This rule can become tricky with compound
subjects, subjects preceded by phrases, and with collective nouns or indefinite pronouns.
CMOS provides detailed guidance to navigate these complexities.

For compound subjects joined by "and," the verb is usually plural: "The author and the
editor collaborated." When subjects are joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the
subject closer to it: "Neither the students nor the professor was available." Understanding
these distinctions is vital for maintaining grammatical accuracy.

Agreement with Collective Nouns

Collective nouns, such as "committee," "team," "family," "audience," or "staff," can be
treated as singular or plural depending on whether they are acting as a single unit or as
individuals. CMOS generally advises treating collective nouns as singular when the group



acts as a unit, and as plural when the members of the group are acting independently. For
example, "The committee approved the proposal" treats the committee as a single entity.
Conversely, "The committee members debated their individual points" treats the members
as individuals.

The choice often depends on context and the desired emphasis. However, consistency
within a single piece of writing is paramount. If the collective noun is acting as a unit, use
singular verbs and pronouns. If the individuals within the group are acting separately, use
plural verbs and pronouns.

Numbers and Abbreviations in Chicago Style

The Chicago Manual of Style offers specific conventions for the treatment of numbers and
abbreviations that contribute to consistency and clarity in written works. Adhering to
these guidelines ensures that your text is easy to read and understand, particularly for
readers who are accustomed to the CMOS system. This attention to detail is a hallmark of
professional editing and publishing.

Generally, CMOS recommends spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred.
Numbers above one hundred are typically rendered in numerals. However, there are
numerous exceptions and nuances to this rule, particularly concerning consistency within
a sentence or a broader context. The goal is to make the text as readable as possible, and
sometimes the convention needs to be bent slightly to achieve this.

When to Spell Out Numbers

As a general rule of thumb, CMOS advises spelling out numbers that can be expressed in
one or two words, such as "one," "ten," "twenty-five," and "ninety-nine." This applies to
cardinal numbers (numbers that indicate quantity) and ordinal numbers (numbers that
indicate order), like "first," "second," and "tenth." This approach tends to create a more
fluid and less visually jarring text, especially for smaller numbers.

There are exceptions to this rule. For instance, when numbers are used in statistical or
scientific contexts, or when exact precision is paramount, numerals are preferred. Also, if
numbers appear at the beginning of a sentence, they are typically spelled out, even if they
are large, to avoid a abrupt numerical start. However, CMOS often suggests rephrasing
sentences to avoid starting with a number if possible.

When to Use Numerals

Numerals are generally preferred for numbers above one hundred, for dates, times,
measurements, percentages, scores, money, and in tabular presentations where
consistency of numerical format is crucial. For example, "The population of the city in



2020 was 3,153,532." Similarly, measurements like "5 miles," "2.5 kilograms," or "75
degrees Fahrenheit" are best represented using numerals for clarity and precision.

When using numerals, it's important to be consistent. If you are presenting a range of
numbers, and some are below one hundred and some are above, it's often best to use
numerals for all of them to maintain visual uniformity. For example, instead of "There
were ten participants, but the remaining 150 received a bonus," rephrase to "There were
10 participants, and the remaining 150 received a bonus."

Abbreviation Conventions

The Chicago Manual of Style has specific guidelines for the use of abbreviations. It
generally recommends spelling out common titles before names, such as "Doctor,"
"Professor," "General," and "Senator," unless space is a significant constraint or the
context is highly formal and military or academic. However, for certain professional titles
like "Jr." or "Sr." after a name, or abbreviations used in citations, numerals are the norm.

Abbreviations for units of measurement are typically used with numerals (e.g., "5 cm," "10
kg," "25 ml"). However, when used without numbers or in general prose, it is often better
to spell them out (e.g., "The length was five centimeters"). CMOS also provides guidance
on common abbreviations like "etc.," "i.e.," and "e.g.," suggesting when they are
appropriate and when it is better to spell them out for clarity. For instance, "i.e." (id est,
meaning "that is") and "e.g." (exempli gratia, meaning "for example") should generally be
italicized and followed by a comma when they introduce an explanation or examples.

Commonly Misused Words and Phrases

Even experienced writers can stumble over commonly confused words and phrases,
leading to errors that can detract from the clarity and professionalism of their work. The
Chicago Manual of Style, while not a dictionary, indirectly guides writers toward precise
usage through its emphasis on clarity and correctness. Understanding these common
traps is crucial for polished writing.

Many of these confusions stem from words that sound alike but have different meanings
(homophones), or words that are related in meaning but used in distinct grammatical
contexts. The goal in mastering these is to ensure that the intended meaning is conveyed
accurately and unambiguously to the reader. Attention to detail in word choice can
significantly elevate the quality of your prose.

Affect vs. Effect

One of the most persistent areas of confusion is the distinction between "affect" and
"effect." Generally, "affect" is a verb meaning to influence or produce a change in



something (e.g., "The weather will affect our travel plans"). "Effect," on the other hand, is
usually a noun meaning a result or consequence (e.g., "The medication had a positive
effect").

There are exceptions. "Effect" can be used as a verb meaning to bring about or accomplish
(e.g., "The new policy will effect significant changes"). However, for most writers,
adhering to the verb/noun distinction will cover the vast majority of cases. CMOS
emphasizes clarity, and using these words correctly is a fundamental aspect of that.

Than vs. Then

The words "than" and "then" are often mixed up, despite having entirely different
meanings. "Than" is used for comparisons (e.g., "She is taller than he is"). "Then" typically
refers to time or sequence (e.g., "First, we will plan; then, we will execute").

Remembering that "than" involves a comparison and "then" involves a sequence can help
avoid this error. For instance, in the sentence "We went to the store, and then we went
home," "then" correctly indicates the order of events. In contrast, "This book is more
interesting than the last one," "than" correctly introduces the comparison.

It's vs. Its

As mentioned earlier in the context of apostrophes, "it's" and "its" are a common source of
confusion. "It's" is a contraction of "it is" or "it has" (e.g., "It's raining"). "Its" is the
possessive form of "it" (e.g., "The company announced its quarterly earnings").

A helpful test is to try substituting "it is" or "it has" into the sentence. If the sentence still
makes sense, then "it's" is the correct choice. If not, then the possessive "its" is likely
needed. This distinction is critical for maintaining grammatical accuracy according to
CMOS standards.

These are just a few examples of commonly confused words. Consistent review of your
writing and familiarity with a good dictionary and style guide are the best defenses against
such errors. The Chicago Manual of Style's overarching goal of clarity means that precise
word choice is always encouraged.

Final Thoughts on Chicago Manual Grammar

Applying the principles of the Chicago Manual of Style to your grammar is an ongoing
process of refinement and learning. By focusing on clarity, consistency, and precision in
your punctuation, sentence structure, pronoun usage, and verb agreement, you can
significantly enhance the quality and impact of your writing. The manual serves as an



invaluable resource, providing a framework for effective communication that is respected
across numerous industries and academic fields.

Remember that mastering these Chicago manual grammar tips is not about rigid
adherence to obscure rules, but about using language in a way that is most effective for
conveying meaning to your intended audience. Regularly consulting the CMOS and
practicing these principles will lead to more polished, professional, and persuasive prose.

Frequently Asked Questions about Chicago Manual
Grammar Tips

Q: What is the primary goal of the Chicago Manual of
Style when it comes to grammar?

A: The primary goal of the Chicago Manual of Style regarding grammar is to ensure
clarity, consistency, and accuracy in written communication. It aims to provide writers and
editors with a comprehensive set of guidelines that facilitate the smooth and effective
transfer of information and ideas to the reader.

Q: Does Chicago Manual of Style recommend using the
serial (Oxford) comma?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends and consistently uses the serial
comma (also known as the Oxford comma) in lists of three or more items. This practice is
employed to prevent ambiguity and enhance clarity, ensuring that each item in the list is

clearly distinct.

Q: How does CMOS handle the use of "they" as a
singular pronoun?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style accepts the use of "they," "them," and "their" as singular
pronouns when the gender of the antecedent is unknown or irrelevant, or when referring
to a specific person who uses those pronouns. This reflects the evolving usage of the
English language and prioritizes inclusivity and clarity.

Q: What is the general approach of CMOS towards
active versus passive voice?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advocates for the active voice over the passive
voice, as active voice tends to make sentences more direct, concise, and vigorous.

However, it acknowledges that passive voice has its appropriate uses, such as when the
actor is unknown or unimportant, or when the emphasis is on the recipient of the action.



Q: Are there specific rules in CMOS regarding the
spelling out of numbers versus using numerals?

A: Yes, CMOS has specific guidelines. Generally, numbers zero through one hundred are
spelled out, while numbers above one hundred are typically rendered in numerals.
However, there are exceptions, particularly for dates, percentages, statistical data, and
when consistency within a sentence or context requires a different approach.

Q: How does Chicago style address commonly confused
words like "affect" vs. "effect"?

A: While CMOS does not function as a dictionary, its emphasis on clarity and precision
implicitly guides writers to use words correctly. It expects adherence to standard
grammatical distinctions, such as using "affect" as a verb and "effect" primarily as a noun,
to ensure accurate meaning transfer.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
hyphenating compound adjectives before a noun?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends hyphenating compound adjectives
when they precede the noun they modify and could create ambiguity if not hyphenated
(e.g., "a well-written report"). However, it also advises against unnecessary hyphenation
and provides detailed guidance on when and when not to use them.

Q: Does CMOS offer specific advice on using italics for
emphasis?

A: Yes, CMOS addresses the use of italics for emphasis, but it generally advises against
overusing them. The manual suggests that italics for emphasis should be used sparingly
and only when other means of conveying importance might be insufficient. It also outlines
specific contexts where italics are conventionally used, such as for foreign words or titles.
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