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chicago manual of style grammar tips are essential for anyone aiming for clarity, precision, and
professionalism in their writing. Whether you're crafting academic papers, professional reports, or
creative manuscripts, adhering to the guidelines of The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) can
significantly elevate the quality of your work. This comprehensive guide delves into key grammar
principles, punctuation nuances, and stylistic choices recommended by CMOS, providing actionable
advice to refine your prose. We will explore the intricacies of subject-verb agreement, pronoun usage,
comma splices, and the effective application of various punctuation marks, all while emphasizing
consistency and readability as paramount goals. Mastering these Chicago Manual of Style grammar
tips will not only help you avoid common pitfalls but also instill confidence in your writing, ensuring
your message is communicated with the utmost effectiveness.
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Understanding Essential Chicago Manual of Style
Grammar

The foundation of polished writing lies in a solid grasp of fundamental grammar rules. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers detailed guidance on these basics, emphasizing clarity and avoiding ambiguity.
One of the most critical areas is subject-verb agreement, where the verb must match the number of
its subject. This means singular subjects take singular verbs, and plural subjects take plural verbs.

Subject-Verb Agreement in CMOS

Ensuring correct subject-verb agreement can sometimes be tricky, especially with compound subjects
or intervening phrases. CMOS provides clear directives. When two or more singular subjects are
joined by "and," they typically form a plural subject and require a plural verb. For instance, "The
author and the editor are revising the manuscript." However, if the two subjects are seen as a single
unit or concept, a singular verb may be appropriate, such as in "Peanut butter and jelly is my favorite
sandwich." Intervening phrases, like prepositional phrases, should not affect the verb; the verb must
agree with the subject itself. For example, "The box of chocolates is on the table," not "The box of
chocolates are on the table."



Pronoun Clarity and Agreement

Pronouns must agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns they replace). CMOS
stresses the importance of avoiding vague pronoun references. A pronoun should clearly refer to a
specific noun, and there should be no doubt as to which noun it represents. When referring to a
singular antecedent, use singular pronouns (he, she, it, his, her, its). For plural antecedents, use plural
pronouns (they, them, their). The use of "they/them/their" as a singular pronoun for individuals who
do not identify as male or female is increasingly accepted and addressed by CMOS, reflecting evolving
language norms.

Avoiding Common Sentence Structure Errors

CMOS addresses several common sentence structure errors that can undermine clarity. These include
run-on sentences, comma splices, and sentence fragments. A run-on sentence contains two or more
independent clauses joined without proper punctuation or conjunction. A comma splice occurs when
two independent clauses are joined only by a comma. Sentence fragments are incomplete sentences
that lack a subject, a verb, or both, or are dependent clauses presented as complete sentences.

Run-on sentences create confusion and disrupt the flow of thought.

Comma splices, while grammatically incorrect, can sometimes be used stylistically for dramatic
effect, though CMOS generally advises against it in formal writing.

Sentence fragments should be corrected by either combining them with an adjacent sentence
or by adding the missing elements to make them complete.

Punctuation Precision According to CMOS

Punctuation is the traffic control of writing; it guides the reader through your ideas. The Chicago
Manual of Style offers meticulous guidance on punctuation, aiming for maximum clarity and
minimizing ambiguity. Mastering these rules is crucial for professional writing.

The Nuances of Comma Usage

Commas are among the most frequently used and often misused punctuation marks. CMOS provides
detailed rules for their application. The serial comma (or Oxford comma), placed before the final item
in a list of three or more, is generally recommended by CMOS for clarity, though its usage can
sometimes be a matter of editorial preference. Other key comma rules include separating
independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet), setting off
introductory elements, and enclosing nonessential clauses and phrases.



Semicolons and Colons: When and How to Use Them

Semicolons and colons serve distinct but important roles. CMOS advises using a semicolon to connect
two closely related independent clauses that could stand alone as sentences. For example, "The
research was extensive; the findings were significant." Colons are used to introduce lists,
explanations, or quotations. A colon after an independent clause signals that what follows will
elaborate on or illustrate that clause.

Apostrophes for Possession and Contraction

Apostrophes are primarily used to indicate possession and to form contractions. For singular nouns,
add an apostrophe and "s" (e.g., "the student's book"). For plural nouns ending in "s," add only an
apostrophe (e.g., "the students' books"). For plural nouns not ending in "s," add an apostrophe and "s"
(e.g., "the children's toys"). Contractions, such as "it's" for "it is," should be used sparingly in formal
academic or professional writing, as CMOS often prefers the full forms.

Style and Usage: Navigating CMOS Recommendations

Beyond grammar and punctuation, The Chicago Manual of Style also offers guidance on stylistic
choices and word usage that contribute to consistent and effective communication.

Numbers and Numerals: A Consistent Approach

CMOS generally recommends spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred and using
numerals for numbers above one hundred. However, there are exceptions, such as when dealing with
statistics, measurements, dates, and times, where numerals are preferred for clarity and conciseness.
Consistency is key; once a style for numbers is chosen, it should be applied throughout the document.

Capitalization Rules for Clarity

Capitalization rules can be complex, but CMOS provides clear guidelines. Generally, capitalize proper
nouns, the first word of a sentence, and words in titles according to specific rules. For titles of books,
articles, and other works, CMOS follows "title case," capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all
principal words. Subordinate words like articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are typically
lowercased unless they are the first or last word.

The Importance of Parallelism

Parallelism, or parallel structure, is a stylistic principle that requires similar grammatical forms to be
used for similar ideas within a sentence or list. This creates balance and rhythm, making the writing



easier to understand. For instance, in a list of verbs, all should be in the same tense or form: "The
team researched, analyzed, and presented their findings." If one item is a gerund ("researching"), the
others should also be gerunds ("analyzing," "presenting").

Ensure that lists of items or actions use consistent grammatical structures.1.

When comparing two things, maintain a parallel structure for both elements.2.

Parallelism enhances readability and strengthens the logical connection between ideas.3.

Advanced Chicago Manual of Style Grammar
Techniques

As writers become more comfortable with the basics, they can delve into more advanced aspects of
grammar and style guided by CMOS. These techniques contribute to a sophisticated and polished
manuscript.

Handling Quotations and Citations

CMOS outlines specific rules for integrating quotations into your text and for citing sources. This
includes proper use of quotation marks, integrating partial quotations seamlessly, and handling block
quotations. The manual also details two main systems of citation: the notes-bibliography system and
the author-date system, each with its own set of detailed rules for footnotes, endnotes, and
bibliographies.

En Dashes, Em Dashes, and Hyphens: A Detailed Distinction

The proper use of dashes and hyphens is a common point of confusion. CMOS distinguishes clearly
between hyphens (used to join words, as in "well-known"), en dashes (used to indicate ranges, as in
"pages 10–20"), and em dashes (used to set off parenthetical elements or indicate a break in thought,
much like parentheses or commas, but with more emphasis). Understanding these distinctions is vital
for precise punctuation.

Active Versus Passive Voice: When to Choose Which

CMOS generally favors the active voice because it is more direct, concise, and engaging. In the active
voice, the subject performs the action (e.g., "The committee approved the proposal"). The passive
voice, where the subject receives the action, can be useful in specific contexts, such as when the
actor is unknown or unimportant, or when the focus needs to be on the action or the recipient of the
action (e.g., "The proposal was approved by the committee"). However, overuse of the passive voice



can lead to wordiness and a lack of clarity.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid with CMOS Grammar

Even seasoned writers can fall into common traps when following style guides. Being aware of these
pitfalls can help you preemptively correct them.

Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers

Misplaced modifiers are phrases or clauses that are placed so far from the word they are meant to
modify that they create confusion. Dangling modifiers are similar but occur when the word the
modifier is supposed to modify is missing entirely from the sentence. For example, "Walking down the
street, the tall building came into view" is a dangling modifier because it implies the building was
walking down the street. The sentence should be rewritten: "Walking down the street, I saw the tall
building come into view."

Faulty Parallelism and Inconsistent Tense

As mentioned earlier, faulty parallelism is a significant issue. Inconsistent tense is another problem
where the verb tense shifts unnecessarily within a sentence or paragraph, confusing the timeline of
events. For example, "She walks into the room and saw the mess." The tenses should be consistent:
"She walks into the room and sees the mess" or "She walked into the room and saw the mess."

Overuse of Jargon and Clichés

While not strictly grammar, CMOS also touches upon stylistic elements that affect clarity.
Overreliance on specialized jargon without explanation can alienate readers, and clichés can make
prose sound unoriginal and tired. Strive for clear, direct language that effectively conveys your
message without resorting to overused phrases or overly technical terms unless your audience
requires it.

FAQ

Q: What are the most common grammar errors that The
Chicago Manual of Style addresses?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style addresses common errors such as subject-verb agreement issues,
pronoun reference ambiguity, comma splices, run-on sentences, sentence fragments, and the misuse
of apostrophes. It emphasizes clarity and precision in correcting these.



Q: How does CMOS recommend handling numbers in text?
A: Generally, CMOS suggests spelling out numbers from zero to one hundred and using numerals for
numbers greater than one hundred. However, exceptions apply for statistical data, measurements,
dates, and times, where numerals are typically preferred. Consistency is key.

Q: Is the serial comma (Oxford comma) mandatory according
to CMOS?
A: CMOS strongly recommends the use of the serial comma for clarity, especially in complex lists.
While its absence is not always an error, its inclusion generally prevents ambiguity and is the
preferred style in most contexts.

Q: What is the CMOS stance on using the passive voice?
A: CMOS generally favors the active voice for its directness and conciseness. The passive voice is
acceptable when the actor is unknown or unimportant, or when the focus needs to be on the recipient
of the action, but overuse should be avoided.

Q: How does The Chicago Manual of Style differentiate
between hyphens, en dashes, and em dashes?
A: CMOS clearly defines these punctuation marks: hyphens join words (e.g., "well-being"), en dashes
indicate ranges (e.g., "1990–2000"), and em dashes set off parenthetical elements or indicate a break
in thought, offering more emphasis than commas or parentheses.

Q: What are the basic rules for capitalization according to
CMOS?
A: CMOS outlines capitalization rules for proper nouns, the start of sentences, and specific elements in
titles. For titles of works, it follows "title case," capitalizing principal words.

Q: Does CMOS provide guidance on avoiding jargon and
clichés?
A: Yes, while focusing on grammar and punctuation, CMOS also implicitly encourages clear, direct
language. It advises against overuse of jargon without explanation and the use of clichés, as these
can detract from clarity and originality.
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