
chicago style examples for grammar
The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to as CMS or Chicago style, provides comprehensive
guidelines for writing and citation. Understanding its nuances, particularly for grammar and
punctuation, is crucial for clear and professional communication in academic, publishing, and
professional settings. This article delves into various Chicago style examples for grammar, covering
common areas of confusion and offering practical advice to ensure accuracy. We will explore the
intricacies of punctuation, capitalization, number usage, and other grammatical elements as dictated
by this widely respected style guide, helping you master the art of precise writing.
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Punctuation in Chicago Style

Punctuation is a cornerstone of clear writing, and Chicago style offers specific guidance to ensure
consistency and readability. Correct punctuation prevents ambiguity and guides the reader through
the text effectively. Mastering these rules is essential for anyone aiming for polished prose.

Commas
Commas are arguably the most frequently used and sometimes most confusing punctuation mark.
Chicago style generally favors a liberal use of commas to ensure clarity, especially in complex
sentences. This includes the serial comma, also known as the Oxford comma.

The serial comma is used before the final item in a list of three or more items. This is a point where
Chicago style differs from some other guides, which may omit it. The serial comma can often prevent
misreading and ensure that each item in the list is distinct. For example, "She packed apples,
oranges, and bananas" clearly distinguishes the last item as a separate fruit.

Semicolons
Semicolons serve to connect closely related independent clauses that are not joined by a
coordinating conjunction. They indicate a stronger separation than a comma but a weaker one than
a period. Chicago style uses semicolons to link parallel ideas or items in a series that already contain
commas.

Consider this example: "The conference featured speakers from various fields; their presentations



covered topics ranging from artificial intelligence to sustainable energy." Here, the semicolon
smoothly connects two complete thoughts that are thematically linked.

Colons
Colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. They signal that what follows is
directly related to what precedes it. A colon should typically follow an independent clause.

An example of a colon introducing a list: "The essential ingredients for the recipe are as follows:
flour, sugar, eggs, and butter." A colon can also be used to introduce an explanatory clause: "She
had one goal in mind: to finish the marathon."

Capitalization Rules

Capitalization in Chicago style can seem complex, especially when dealing with titles, proper nouns,
and the start of sentences. Adhering to these rules ensures a professional and consistent appearance
in your writing.

Titles of Works
Chicago style employs title case for titles of books, articles, and other creative works. This means
capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all principal words in between. Articles (a, an, the),
prepositions (of, in, on, at), and coordinating conjunctions (and, but, or) are generally not capitalized
unless they are the first or last word of the title.

For example, a book title would be capitalized as "The Lord of the Rings," while an article title might
be "A Study on Renewable Energy Sources."

Proper Nouns
Proper nouns, which name specific people, places, organizations, and things, are always capitalized.
This includes days of the week, months, holidays, and historical periods.

Examples include: Monday, January, Thanksgiving, the Renaissance, the United Nations, and the
Eiffel Tower. Brand names and specific product names are also considered proper nouns.

First Word of a Sentence
As with most writing styles, the first word of every sentence is capitalized. This rule extends to the
first word of a quoted sentence, even if it appears mid-sentence in the original source.

For instance: "She said, 'The meeting will begin promptly.'"



Numbers and Numerals

The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines on when to use numerals versus spelling out
numbers. Consistency is key in this area.

Spelling Out Numbers
Generally, Chicago style advises spelling out numbers from zero to one hundred. This applies to
cardinal numbers (one, two, three) and ordinal numbers (first, second, third).

Examples: "There were twenty-five attendees." "She finished in third place."

Using Numerals
Numerals are typically used for numbers 100 and above. They are also used for measurements,
statistics, dates, times, and in technical contexts where precision is paramount.

Examples: "The population exceeded 50,000." "The experiment involved 150 samples." "The flight
departs at 3:45 PM."

Consistency
A critical aspect is maintaining consistency within a document. If you choose to spell out numbers
below 100, do so throughout. Similarly, if you use numerals for a specific category of numbers, stick
to that rule. In cases where both rules might apply (e.g., a number that crosses the threshold like
"one hundred one"), Chicago style generally prefers using numerals for clarity.

Pronoun Usage and Agreement

Correct pronoun usage and agreement are vital for grammatical accuracy and clarity. This involves
ensuring that pronouns agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns they
replace).

Singular Pronouns with Singular Antecedents
A singular antecedent requires a singular pronoun. This is straightforward when dealing with clearly
defined genders.

Example: "The student submitted her essay." or "The researcher published his findings."



Handling Gender-Neutral Singular Antecedents
When the antecedent is singular and its gender is unknown or nonbinary, Chicago style generally
recommends using the plural pronoun "they" as a singular pronoun. This has become increasingly
accepted and is a practical solution for inclusive language.

Example: "Each participant should bring their own equipment." This avoids awkward phrasing like
"his or her."

Clear Antecedents
Ensure that the antecedent for every pronoun is clear and unambiguous. A pronoun should not leave
the reader guessing as to what it refers.

Avoid: "The CEO spoke to the manager, and he seemed pleased." (Who seemed pleased?)

Correct: "The CEO spoke to the manager, and the CEO seemed pleased." (Or rephrase for clarity if
the manager was pleased.)

Verb Tense Consistency

Maintaining consistent verb tense throughout a narrative or explanation is fundamental to coherent
writing. Inconsistent tense can disorient the reader.

Narrative Present vs. Past
For historical events or fictional narratives, the past tense is typically used. However, for discussing
literary works or theories, the present tense is often employed to indicate their ongoing relevance.

Example (Past Tense Narrative): "The explorers discovered a hidden cave; they ventured inside
cautiously."

Example (Present Tense for Literary Discussion): "In Shakespeare's Hamlet, the protagonist
contemplates the nature of existence."

Shifting Tenses Appropriately
Tense shifts are permissible when they accurately reflect a change in time. For instance, describing
an event in the past and then discussing its present-day consequences requires a shift.

Example: "The earthquake devastated the city in 1989, and recovery efforts are still ongoing today."

Modifiers and Word Order

The placement of modifiers and the order of words significantly impact the clarity and meaning of a
sentence. Misplaced or dangling modifiers can lead to confusion or unintended humor.



Placement of Adjectives and Adverbs
Adjectives typically precede the nouns they modify, while adverbs often modify verbs, adjectives, or
other adverbs. Their placement should be logical and clear.

Example: "She sang a beautifully sung song." (Here, "beautifully" modifies "sung.")

Avoiding Misplaced Modifiers
A misplaced modifier is a word or phrase that is positioned too far from the word it modifies, leading
to an awkward or nonsensical meaning.

Avoid: "I saw a dog walking down the street with one eye." (Did the street have one eye?)

Correct: "Walking down the street, I saw a dog with one eye." or "I saw a dog with one eye walking
down the street."

Dangling Modifiers
Dangling modifiers occur when a modifying phrase does not clearly or logically modify any word in
the sentence. They often appear at the beginning of a sentence.

Avoid: "Having finished the assignment, the TV was turned on." (The TV didn't finish the
assignment.)

Correct: "Having finished the assignment, I turned on the TV."

Punctuation with Quotations

Chicago style has specific rules regarding the placement of punctuation relative to quotation marks,
especially in American English.

Commas and Periods
In American English, commas and periods generally go inside the closing quotation mark.

Example: "She asked, 'Are you coming to the party?'."

Example: "He stated, 'I agree with your assessment'."

Colons and Semicolons
Colons and semicolons, however, typically go outside the closing quotation mark.

Example: "The professor assigned the following chapter: 'The Rise of Industrialism'."

Example: "He mentioned the poem 'The Raven'; it was a masterful work."



Question Marks and Exclamation Points
Question marks and exclamation points go inside the closing quotation mark if they are part of the
quoted material. If they apply to the entire sentence, they go outside.

Example: She exclaimed, "I can't believe it!"

Example: Did she really say, "I quit"?

Hyphenation and Compound Words

The use of hyphens in compound words is a common area for stylistic variation. Chicago style offers
a methodical approach.

Open, Hyphenated, and Closed Compounds
Many words can exist in all three forms, such as "email" (closed), "e-mail" (hyphenated), and
"electronic mail" (open). Chicago style generally prefers closed compounds when they are well-
established, but it also provides a principle for creating new ones.

The general rule of thumb is to hyphenate compound modifiers when they precede the noun they
modify, but not when they follow it or when one part is an adverb ending in -ly.

Example: "a well-known author" (hyphenated modifier) but "The author was well known." (adverb +
adjective, no hyphen)

Example: "a fast-paced film" but "The film was fast paced."

Prefixes and Suffixes
When adding prefixes like "re-," "pre-," "anti-," "non-," and "un-" to a word, Chicago style generally
advises closing the compound unless there is a potential for confusion or an awkward spelling.

Examples: "reprint," "prepay," "antibiotic," "nonessential," "unhappy."

Exceptions occur when the prefix is attached to a proper noun or a word that begins with the same
vowel as the prefix (e.g., "re-elect").

Serial Comma Usage

As mentioned earlier, Chicago style strongly advocates for the use of the serial comma, also known
as the Oxford comma. This convention is a significant element of its grammatical guidance.

Clarity in Lists
The serial comma is placed before the conjunction (like "and" or "or") in a list of three or more items.



Its primary purpose is to prevent ambiguity and ensure that each item in the list is clearly
distinguished.

Consider the difference:

Without serial comma: "The speakers included the president, a historian and an economist."
(This could imply the president is both a historian and an economist.)

With serial comma: "The speakers included the president, a historian, and an economist." (This
clearly lists three distinct individuals.)

Complex Lists
The serial comma is particularly helpful in lists where items themselves contain commas. Without it,
such lists can become incredibly difficult to parse.

Example: "We visited Paris, France; Rome, Italy; and Madrid, Spain." The serial comma after "Italy"
clarifies that "and Madrid, Spain" is the final item in the list of cities/countries.

When to Omit (Rarely)
While Chicago style generally recommends the serial comma, there are rare instances where
omitting it might be preferred for stylistic reasons, typically in very short and simple lists where
ambiguity is highly unlikely. However, the default and recommended practice is to include it.

This comprehensive overview of Chicago style examples for grammar should equip you with a solid
understanding of its core principles. Mastering these rules will enhance the clarity, professionalism,
and precision of your writing, making your work more impactful and easier for your audience to
comprehend.

FAQ: Chicago Style Examples for Grammar

Q: What is the most significant grammatical difference
between Chicago style and other common styles like AP?
A: The most notable grammatical difference is Chicago style's consistent use of the serial comma
(also known as the Oxford comma) before the final item in a list of three or more. AP style typically
omits the serial comma unless it is necessary for clarity.



Q: How does Chicago style handle the use of contractions?
A: Chicago style generally advises against the use of contractions in formal writing, such as
academic papers, scholarly articles, and professional reports. Contractions like "don't," "it's," and
"can't" are considered informal. However, in less formal contexts or when quoting directly, their use
is acceptable.

Q: When should I use numerals versus spelling out numbers in
Chicago style?
A: Chicago style recommends spelling out numbers zero through one hundred. Numbers 100 and
above should be rendered in numerals. Exceptions include dates, times, ages, measurements,
percentages, and statistical figures, which are generally always written in numerals.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of the singular
"they"?
A: Chicago style fully endorses the use of "they" as a singular, gender-neutral pronoun. This is a
modern and inclusive practice that reflects contemporary language use and avoids awkward
phrasing like "he or she" or "his or her" when the gender is unknown or irrelevant.

Q: What are the rules for hyphenating compound adjectives in
Chicago style?
A: Compound adjectives are typically hyphenated when they appear before the noun they modify.
For example, "a well-written essay." However, if the compound modifier follows the noun, or if the
first word is an adverb ending in -ly, no hyphen is used. For instance, "The essay was well written,"
or "a brightly lit room."

Q: How does Chicago style handle punctuation with quotation
marks?
A: In American English usage, according to Chicago style, commas and periods are placed inside the
closing quotation mark. Colons and semicolons are placed outside. Question marks and exclamation
points are placed inside if they are part of the quoted material and outside if they apply to the entire
sentence.

Q: Is there a preferred way to handle possessives in Chicago
style, especially with names ending in 's'?
A: Chicago style generally follows the rule of adding 's to singular nouns ending in s, such as
"James's." However, for classical or biblical names ending in s (e.g., Jesus, Moses), it often prefers
just the apostrophe (e.g., "Jesus'"). For plural nouns ending in s, simply add an apostrophe (e.g., "the
students' work").



Q: What is the Chicago style guideline for capitalizing titles of
books and articles?
A: Chicago style uses title case for titles of books, articles, and other creative works. This means
capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all principal words in between. Articles (a, an, the),
prepositions, and coordinating conjunctions are generally not capitalized unless they are the first or
last word of the title.
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