
chicago style for linguistic data
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) provides a robust framework for presenting academic and
scholarly work, and its application to linguistic data is both essential and nuanced. Understanding how
to properly cite sources, format tables, and present phonetic transcriptions or grammatical analyses is
crucial for clear communication in the field of linguistics. This article delves into the specific guidelines
and best practices for using the Chicago style for linguistic data, covering everything from in-text
citations and bibliographies to the meticulous formatting of linguistic examples and tables. We will
explore how CMOS addresses the unique demands of linguistic research, ensuring accuracy,
consistency, and scholarly rigor in your written work. Navigating these guidelines will equip you to
present your findings with the professional polish that the Chicago style demands.
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Understanding Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) Basics

The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to as CMOS, is a widely respected style guide that offers
comprehensive recommendations for manuscript preparation and publication. Its principles are
designed to ensure clarity, consistency, and readability in academic writing across various disciplines.
For linguists, adhering to CMOS means adopting a standardized approach to presenting complex
information, from foundational citation practices to the intricate details of linguistic notation. The
guide’s flexibility allows for adaptations, but a strong understanding of its core tenets is paramount
before venturing into specialized applications.

CMOS is known for offering two major citation systems: the notes-bibliography system and the author-
date system. While both are valuable, the notes-bibliography system is often preferred in humanities
disciplines, including many areas of linguistic research, due to its capacity for detailed explanations
and extensive source information within footnotes or endnotes. The author-date system, conversely,
is more common in social sciences and provides a more concise in-text reference, pointing readers to
a corresponding entry in a reference list. The choice of system can depend on the specific subfield of
linguistics or the requirements of the journal or publisher.

The Notes-Bibliography System in Linguistics



The notes-bibliography system in CMOS utilizes superscript numbers within the text to correspond to
detailed notes, typically placed at the bottom of the page (footnotes) or at the end of the document
(endnotes). For linguistic research, these notes are invaluable for providing citations to primary texts,
referencing theoretical discussions, or offering supplementary data that might interrupt the main flow
of the text. Each note includes a full citation for the first mention of a source, with subsequent
mentions using a shortened form. This system allows authors to weave in detailed references without
disrupting the narrative of their linguistic analysis.

In linguistic contexts, footnotes can be particularly useful for explaining specific terminological
choices, referencing methodological details that are not central to the immediate argument, or
providing context for unusual data points. When citing works that are fundamental to a particular
linguistic theory or analysis, the notes-bibliography system allows for a thorough acknowledgment of
the scholarly lineage, which is crucial in a field built upon layered theoretical frameworks. The
bibliography at the end of the work then provides a comprehensive list of all sources consulted,
allowing readers to easily locate and consult the cited materials.

The Author-Date System for Linguistic Research

The author-date system offers a more streamlined approach to in-text referencing. A parenthetical
citation, such as (Smith 2020, 15), directly indicates the author, year of publication, and specific page
number. This method is often favored in quantitative linguistics or fields that closely align with social
science methodologies, where conciseness in the main text is prioritized. The corresponding entry in
the reference list at the end of the work provides the full bibliographic details.

While the author-date system is efficient for in-text citations, it might require careful management
when dealing with numerous sources or when extensive explanatory notes are beneficial. Linguists
using this system must ensure that their reference list is meticulously organized and complete, as
readers will rely solely on this list to access the original works. For certain linguistic analyses that
benefit from detailed commentary directly linked to specific points in the text, the notes-bibliography
system might still prove more advantageous, even if the author-date system is generally preferred by
the publication venue.

Core Principles for Formatting Linguistic Data

Formatting linguistic data correctly is not merely a matter of aesthetic preference; it is fundamental
to the precision and clarity of linguistic research. The Chicago Manual of Style, while not exclusively a
linguistic style guide, provides a robust set of principles that can be adapted to ensure accuracy and
consistency when presenting phonetic transcriptions, grammatical examples, tables of frequencies,
and other forms of linguistic evidence. Adherence to these principles enhances the credibility of the
research and facilitates its comprehension by a wider audience of scholars.

The overarching principle is clarity and consistency. Any element that deviates from standard English
prose—be it a phonetic symbol, a grammatical construction, or a statistical table—must be
introduced, explained, and formatted in a way that leaves no room for ambiguity. This involves
careful attention to typography, spacing, and the use of specific conventions that are widely



recognized within linguistics but may be unfamiliar to a general readership. Therefore, the application
of CMOS to linguistic data requires a thoughtful integration of its general rules with the specialized
practices of the discipline.

Consistency in Notations and Symbols

Linguistics relies heavily on specialized notations and symbols, particularly in phonetics, phonology,
morphology, and syntax. It is imperative to maintain strict consistency in the use of these symbols
throughout a document. For example, if you are using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), you
must ensure that the correct symbols are used and that their interpretation is clearly established,
often in a dedicated section or within the first instance of their appearance. CMOS emphasizes
consistency, meaning that once a symbol or notation is defined and used, it should be employed
uniformly.

When using specialized characters or symbols that may not be readily available on standard
keyboards, CMOS advises authors to consult with their publisher or typesetter regarding the best
method for representation. This might involve using specific Unicode characters, employing graphical
elements, or relying on established conventions for rendering such symbols. The key is to ensure that
these elements are rendered accurately and consistently, whether in print or digital formats, and that
their meaning is unambiguous to the reader.

Introducing and Explaining Linguistic Examples

Linguistic examples, whether they are sentences, phrases, or single words, are the backbone of
linguistic argumentation. CMOS provides guidance on how to present such examples clearly, typically
through numbered lists or distinct typographical treatment. Each example should be preceded by a
clear introduction that explains its purpose or the phenomenon it is intended to illustrate. Following
the example, a detailed gloss (a line-by-line or word-by-word translation and morphological analysis)
is often necessary, especially for non-English data or complex grammatical structures.

The formatting of these examples and their accompanying glosses is critical. Generally, examples are
set in italics, and the gloss is presented directly below, aligned with the original example. Each word
or morpheme in the original example should have a corresponding element in the gloss, often
separated by spaces or hyphens. Abbreviations used in glosses should be defined in a separate list or
within the first instance of their use, ensuring that the reader can fully understand the breakdown of
the linguistic data presented.

Citations and Referencing in Linguistic Research

Accurate and consistent citation is a cornerstone of scholarly integrity in any field, and linguistics is
no exception. The Chicago Manual of Style offers a framework that allows linguists to properly
attribute their sources, whether they are seminal theoretical works, empirical studies, dictionaries, or
grammars. Whether employing the notes-bibliography system or the author-date system, meticulous



attention to detail ensures that readers can easily verify the origin of ideas, data, and analytical
frameworks.

When citing linguistic works, it is important to be precise about the type of source being referenced. A
citation for a journal article will differ from that for a book, a chapter in an edited volume, or a corpus
resource. CMOS provides specific guidelines for each of these. For linguistic data itself, such as
quoted phrases or grammatical constructions drawn from existing corpora or grammars, the citation
must be specific enough to allow another researcher to locate that exact piece of data, including page
numbers, corpus identifiers, or even specific utterance numbers if applicable.

Citing Primary Linguistic Sources

Primary linguistic sources can include grammars, dictionaries, historical texts containing linguistic
data, or transcripts of spoken language. When citing these, the Chicago style emphasizes providing
enough information for retrieval. For a book-length grammar, this would typically include the
author(s), title, publication details (place, publisher, year), and potentially the specific section or page
number. For historical texts, providing the original publication details alongside any relevant edition
used is crucial.

If quoting directly from a text that contains linguistic examples, the citation must pinpoint the exact
location of the quote. For instance, a citation might look like (Chomsky 1965, 20) in an author-date
system, or a footnote could provide the full bibliographic details for the first mention. If referring to a
specific linguistic example within a source, such as a particular sentence used to illustrate a
grammatical rule, the citation should ideally include the example’s designation within the source, if it
has one, in addition to the page number.

Referencing Linguistic Corpora and Datasets

Modern linguistic research frequently relies on corpora—large, structured collections of text or
speech—and other datasets. Citing these resources properly is essential for transparency and
reproducibility. CMOS generally advises including the name of the corpus, the creators or curators,
the version or date of access, and a URL if it is publicly available online. For proprietary corpora,
information about licensing or access may also be relevant.

When specific data points from a corpus are used, the citation needs to be as precise as possible. This
might involve citing the corpus name, the specific file or document within the corpus, and the
identifier of the particular utterance or text segment. For example, a citation might reference the
British National Corpus (BNC) and a specific ID code for a particular sentence or conversational turn.
This level of detail allows other researchers to find and examine the exact data that formed the basis
of the analysis.



Formatting Linguistic Examples and Glosses

The presentation of linguistic examples and their accompanying glosses is a critical aspect of
linguistic writing, demanding precision and adherence to established conventions. The Chicago
Manual of Style, while not dictating specific linguistic notational practices, provides the overarching
framework for clarity and consistency. By applying CMOS principles, linguists can ensure that their
data is accessible, understandable, and professionally presented. This section details how to
effectively format these essential components of linguistic argumentation.

Linguistic examples are typically presented in a distinct format to set them apart from the main text.
This often involves italics for the example itself. Following the example, a gloss provides a morpheme-
by-morpheme or word-by-word breakdown, revealing the grammatical or semantic function of each
component. The gloss should be meticulously aligned with the original example, ensuring that each
part of the gloss corresponds directly to its counterpart in the linguistic data.

Styling the Linguistic Example Itself

The standard practice in many linguistic subfields, and one that aligns with CMOS's emphasis on clear
typographical distinction, is to present the linguistic example in italics. This immediately signals to the
reader that the following text is a direct representation of language being analyzed, rather than part
of the author's prose. If the example is a sentence, it is typically presented as a complete utterance.
For phrases or words, they are also italicized.

When multiple examples are presented to illustrate a point, they are often numbered sequentially.
This numbering is crucial for easy reference within the text and in notes. For instance, a discussion
might refer to “Example (3b)” to highlight a specific variation of a phenomenon. The numbering
scheme should be consistent throughout the document, typically starting each new section or major
point of analysis with a new set of numbers, often with sub-designations like (a), (b), (c).

Constructing and Aligning Glosses

A gloss is a crucial tool for deciphering linguistic examples, especially for languages unfamiliar to the
reader or for complex grammatical structures. The gloss typically appears on the line directly beneath
the italicized example. Each word or morpheme in the original example should have a corresponding
translation or grammatical label in the gloss. The alignment must be precise; if an example sentence
has five words, its gloss must also have five corresponding elements. Hyphens are often used to
connect morphemes within a single word in the example and its corresponding gloss segment.

Abbreviations are commonly used in glosses for grammatical categories (e.g., PST for past tense, 3SG
for third person singular, NOM for nominative). These abbreviations must be defined clearly. CMOS
suggests creating a table of abbreviations or defining them in a note or glossary, especially if they are
numerous or not universally understood. The translation provided in the gloss should be literal where
appropriate, capturing the grammatical meaning of each morpheme, and the final line of the gloss
often provides a free translation of the entire example.



Presenting Tables and Figures in Linguistic Studies

Tables and figures are indispensable tools for visually representing and organizing linguistic data,
whether it involves frequency counts, statistical analyses, phonetic measurements, or hierarchical
structures. The Chicago Manual of Style provides clear guidelines for their preparation and integration
into scholarly work, emphasizing clarity, accuracy, and proper labeling. Applying these principles to
linguistic data ensures that complex information is presented in an accessible and professional
manner, facilitating comprehension for readers.

Whether utilizing tables to display phoneme frequencies across different dialects, figures to illustrate
syntactic trees, or charts to map prosodic contours, consistency in presentation is key. Each table and
figure should be self-explanatory, containing all the necessary information within its title, labels, and
any accompanying notes, without requiring the reader to constantly refer back to the main text for
basic interpretation. This aligns with CMOS’s overarching goal of facilitating smooth and uninterrupted
reading.

Designing and Labeling Tables

When creating tables for linguistic data, CMOS recommends a clean and uncluttered design.
Horizontal rules are generally preferred over vertical rules to separate rows, and minimal use of lines
is encouraged to avoid visual noise. Each table should have a clear, concise title that indicates its
content, usually placed above the table. Column and row headers must be unambiguous, clearly
labeling the data contained within. For linguistic data, this might involve headers for linguistic
features, language names, experimental conditions, or statistical measures.

Units of measurement, statistical significance levels (e.g., p-values), and abbreviations used within
the table must be clearly defined. This can be done in a footnote accompanying the table or in a
dedicated list of abbreviations if the table is complex or abbreviations are used extensively. For
linguistic tables, it is also crucial to clearly indicate the source of the data, especially if it is drawn
from specific corpora, experiments, or published works. This ensures transparency and allows readers
to trace the origin of the information presented.

Integrating Figures and Illustrations

Figures in linguistic research can encompass a wide range of visual representations, from
spectrograms and waveforms illustrating acoustic properties of speech to tree diagrams depicting
syntactic structures, or diagrams representing semantic networks. Similar to tables, figures should
have informative titles placed beneath them. All elements within a figure, including labels, axes, and
legends, must be clear and legible. CMOS advises against overcrowding figures with too much
information, suggesting that complex data might be better presented across multiple figures or in a
combination of text, tables, and figures.

When referencing a figure in the main text, authors should use a phrase that guides the reader’s
attention, such as “As shown in Figure 1,” or “Figure 2 illustrates…” The figure itself should contain all



necessary contextual information, including any specific notations or symbols used, and ideally, a
brief caption that summarizes its main point. For syntactic trees, specific conventions for node labels
and branching are often followed, and these should be consistent with accepted practices within the
subfield, as well as being clearly explained if novel.

Special Considerations for Phonetic and Phonological
Data

Phonetics and phonology are subfields of linguistics that present unique challenges for formatting due
to their reliance on specialized symbols and notations. The Chicago Manual of Style, while not offering
explicit rules for IPA transcription or phonological feature matrices, provides the foundational
principles of clarity, consistency, and accuracy that are essential for presenting such data effectively.
Linguists must adapt CMOS guidelines to accommodate the specific demands of representing sounds
and sound systems.

The International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) is the standard for phonetic transcription, and its correct
and consistent application is paramount. Similarly, phonological representations, such as feature
structures or distinctive feature matrices, require careful formatting to avoid ambiguity. Adhering to
CMOS principles means ensuring that these specialized elements are presented in a way that is easily
understood by both specialists and a broader academic audience.

Using the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA)

When using IPA symbols, it is crucial to employ a font that supports the full range of IPA characters.
Most modern word processing software and operating systems offer such support. CMOS emphasizes
consistency, so once a specific transcription is presented, it must be maintained throughout the
document. If a particular symbol has multiple possible interpretations or represents a sound not
commonly found in English, it is good practice to provide a brief explanation or a reference to an IPA
chart or a specialized source.

Broad transcriptions, which capture the phonemic contrasts of a language, are typically enclosed in
slashes / /, while narrow transcriptions, which indicate finer phonetic detail, are enclosed in square
brackets [ ]. This distinction is fundamental in phonology and phonetics and must be applied
consistently. When quoting phonetic data from a source, ensure that the transcription matches that of
the source, including any diacritics or suprasegmentals, and cite the source accurately.

Formatting Distinctive Features and Phonological Rules

Phonological analysis often involves representing sounds using distinctive features (e.g., [+voice], [-
nasal]). These features are typically presented in matrices or as part of feature structures. CMOS
would advocate for clear, aligned formatting of these matrices, ensuring that the feature names are
distinct and the values (+, -, or Ø) are unambiguous. Similar to phonetic transcriptions, consistency in



notation and symbol usage is vital.

When presenting phonological rules, which describe sound changes or alternations, the format should
clearly indicate the input, the change, and the output. A common format is A → B / C _ D, where A
changes to B in the environment between C and D. CMOS principles suggest that such rules should be
clearly delineated, perhaps using a distinct font or line spacing, and any abbreviations or symbols
used in the rule must be defined. Numbering rules can also be helpful for referencing them in the
text.

Handling Syntactic and Morphological Data

Syntactic and morphological data, while not relying on the same specialized character sets as
phonetics, present their own formatting challenges. The goal is to clearly illustrate grammatical
structures, word formation, and sentence constituents. The Chicago Manual of Style’s emphasis on
clarity, consistency, and logical organization provides a strong foundation for presenting this type of
linguistic information accurately.

Linguistic examples illustrating syntactic or morphological phenomena are the primary means of
conveying analysis. These examples need to be formatted in a way that highlights the relevant
structures, and they are often accompanied by detailed glosses that break down the meaning and
function of individual morphemes or words. Special attention must be paid to representing
hierarchical structures, such as tree diagrams, and to the precise annotation of morphemes.

Annotating Morphemes and Word Structure

When analyzing word structure and morphology, it is common to break down words into their
constituent morphemes. This is typically done by enclosing morphemes within hyphens or by using
special symbols, depending on the convention adopted. For instance, a word might be presented as
`un-happi-ness`, where each part is a morpheme. The gloss then provides the meaning or
grammatical function of each morpheme. CMOS would advise consistent use of the chosen notation,
whether it’s hyphens, spaces, or other markers, and clear definition of any abbreviations used in the
gloss.

For languages with complex agglutinative or polysynthetic morphology, the gloss can become quite
detailed. It is essential to ensure that the gloss is meticulously aligned with the original word or
phrase, so that the reader can easily track the correspondence between form and meaning. The use
of numbered morphemes or specific formatting within the gloss can further enhance clarity, provided
these conventions are clearly established and consistently applied throughout the document.

Representing Syntactic Structures

Syntactic structures are often illustrated using tree diagrams, constituent breakdowns, or by
bracketing sentences. CMOS encourages clear and uncluttered presentation of such visual aids. Tree



diagrams, in particular, should be drawn cleanly, with nodes and branches clearly distinguishable.
Labels on nodes should be unambiguous, indicating phrase types (e.g., NP for noun phrase, VP for
verb phrase) or other relevant grammatical categories.

When using bracketing to represent syntactic constituency, such as `[NP The quick brown fox]` or
nested brackets for more complex structures, CMOS principles of consistency and clarity apply. Each
opening bracket must have a corresponding closing bracket, and the structure should be easy to
follow. The purpose of these representations is to visually highlight the hierarchical relationships
between words and phrases, and the formatting should facilitate this understanding without
introducing unnecessary complexity or ambiguity.

Advanced Applications of Chicago Style in Linguistics

Beyond the fundamental formatting of examples and citations, the Chicago Manual of Style offers
guidance on more advanced aspects of scholarly presentation relevant to linguistic research. These
include the handling of specialized terminology, the structure of complex arguments, and the
integration of quantitative findings. Applying CMOS principles at this level ensures that nuanced and
intricate linguistic analyses are communicated with the highest degree of precision and
professionalism.

Linguistics is a field characterized by specialized jargon and theoretical frameworks that can be
challenging for those outside a specific subdiscipline. The Chicago style's emphasis on clarity means
that authors must take care to define key terms and explain complex concepts. Furthermore, the
effective presentation of empirical data, whether qualitative or quantitative, requires careful attention
to detail, which CMOS addresses through its guidelines for figures, tables, and statistical reporting.

Defining Technical Terminology and Concepts

When introducing technical terms unique to linguistics or specific theoretical frameworks, CMOS
recommends providing clear and concise definitions. This is often best done in the main text upon
first use, or by referring the reader to a glossary if a substantial number of specialized terms are
employed. For terms that have multiple meanings or are debated within the field, it is important to
specify the intended meaning within the context of the author's research. This ensures that the
author’s arguments are understood precisely as intended, avoiding misinterpretation.

The choice of terminology itself should be consistent. If a particular linguistic phenomenon can be
described by several terms, the author should select one and adhere to it, or explicitly acknowledge
the variation and explain why a particular term has been chosen. This adherence to consistent
terminology, guided by CMOS’s broader principles of clarity, contributes significantly to the overall
coherence and scholarly rigor of the work.



Presenting Quantitative Linguistic Data

Quantitative linguistics often involves statistical analysis, corpus data analysis, or experimental
results. CMOS provides guidelines for presenting numerical data clearly, whether in tables, figures, or
in-text. When reporting statistical findings, it is crucial to include not only the main results (e.g.,
means, standard deviations) but also measures of statistical significance (e.g., p-values) and effect
sizes, where appropriate. These details are essential for allowing other researchers to evaluate the
findings.

The formatting of statistical information should be consistent. For instance, p-values should be
reported to a consistent number of decimal places (e.g., p < .05, p = .023). If reporting confidence
intervals, their meaning should be clear. CMOS also offers advice on the appropriate use of scientific
notation and the reporting of measurements, which are all applicable to quantitative linguistic
research. The aim is to present data in a manner that is both accurate and interpretable by the
intended audience.

Conclusion: Upholding Scholarly Standards

The application of the Chicago Manual of Style to linguistic data represents a commitment to clarity,
precision, and scholarly rigor. By carefully adhering to its guidelines for citation, formatting examples,
presenting tables and figures, and handling specialized notations, linguists can ensure that their
research is communicated effectively and professionally. The principles of CMOS, when thoughtfully
adapted to the unique demands of linguistic inquiry, serve as an invaluable framework for presenting
complex data and intricate analyses in a manner that upholds the highest academic standards.

Ultimately, mastering the nuances of Chicago style for linguistic data is not merely about following
rules; it is about enhancing the reader's understanding and facilitating the transparent and
reproducible advancement of linguistic knowledge. The meticulous attention to detail required by
CMOS allows for the clear exposition of linguistic phenomena, strengthening arguments and
contributing to the robust scholarship that defines the field.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary advantage of using the Chicago
Manual of Style for linguistic data?
A: The primary advantage of using the Chicago Manual of Style for linguistic data is its emphasis on
clarity, consistency, and professional presentation. This allows for the precise and unambiguous
communication of complex linguistic information, such as phonetic transcriptions, grammatical
examples, and statistical data, ensuring that the research is accessible and credible to a scholarly
audience.



Q: Can I use specialized fonts for phonetic symbols when
using Chicago style?
A: Yes, when using specialized fonts for phonetic symbols, such as those required for the International
Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), you should ensure that the font is widely compatible and displays the
characters accurately. Chicago style emphasizes consistency, so once a font is chosen and its
characters are rendered correctly, it should be used uniformly throughout the document.

Q: How should I format linguistic examples that are not in
English?
A: For linguistic examples not in English, Chicago style recommends presenting the example in italics,
followed by a gloss that provides a morpheme-by-morpheme or word-by-word analysis, and then a
free translation. The alignment between the example and the gloss must be precise, and any
abbreviations used in the gloss should be clearly defined, often in a footnote or a dedicated list.

Q: What is the recommended method for citing linguistic
corpora in Chicago style?
A: When citing linguistic corpora, Chicago style recommends including the name of the corpus, the
creators or curators, the version or date of access, and a URL if it is publicly available. If specific data
points from the corpus are used, the citation should be as precise as possible, potentially including file
names or specific utterance IDs.

Q: How does Chicago style address the presentation of
syntactic tree diagrams?
A: Chicago style advocates for clear and uncluttered presentation of figures, including syntactic tree
diagrams. This means ensuring that nodes and branches are distinct, labels are unambiguous, and
the overall structure is easy to follow. While CMOS doesn't dictate specific tree-drawing conventions,
it stresses consistency and legibility, and any novel conventions used should be explained.

Q: Should I use footnotes or endnotes for detailed linguistic
explanations when using the notes-bibliography system?
A: The notes-bibliography system in Chicago style allows for the use of either footnotes or endnotes.
For detailed linguistic explanations, such as definitions of technical terms or supplementary data,
notes are highly effective. You can choose footnotes for immediate reference on the page or endnotes
for a consolidated list at the end of the chapter or document, depending on publisher preference or
personal style.

Q: What are the key considerations for presenting



quantitative linguistic data according to Chicago style?
A: For quantitative linguistic data, Chicago style emphasizes clear presentation of numerical
information in tables, figures, or in-text. This includes reporting statistical measures, significance
levels (p-values), and effect sizes accurately and consistently. Ensuring that all abbreviations and
units of measurement are defined is also crucial for interpretability.
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