
chicago style grammar for beginners
The Chicago Manual of Style: A Beginner's Guide to Grammar

chicago style grammar for beginners is an essential starting point for anyone navigating the
complexities of academic and professional writing. This comprehensive guide demystifies the
Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for newcomers, focusing specifically on its grammatical
conventions. We will delve into the fundamental principles that govern clear, consistent, and
polished prose, ensuring your work adheres to one of the most respected style guides in publishing.
Understanding these rules, from punctuation to sentence structure, is crucial for producing high-
quality documents that resonate with your audience. This article will cover key aspects of Chicago
style grammar, providing actionable advice and practical examples to build a strong foundation for
your writing endeavors.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS or CMS, is a widely adopted style guide
published by the University of Chicago Press. It provides comprehensive recommendations on
writing, editing, and formatting for authors and publishers across a broad spectrum of disciplines.
For beginners, understanding that CMOS is a living document, updated regularly to reflect evolving
language and publishing practices, is important. It offers a detailed framework that aims for clarity,
consistency, and precision in written communication, making it an invaluable resource for academic
papers, books, dissertations, and many other forms of professional writing.

Unlike some other style guides that focus on a single discipline (like APA for psychology or MLA for
literature), Chicago style is more general-purpose, offering advice that can be applied across various
fields. It is known for its flexibility, allowing authors to choose between two systems for citations:
the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. However, the core grammatical rules
remain consistent regardless of the chosen citation method. Mastering these grammatical
underpinnings is the first step toward confidently applying the full scope of Chicago style to your
writing.



Core Grammatical Principles in Chicago Style

At its heart, Chicago style grammar emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and correctness. The manual
advocates for straightforward prose that avoids ambiguity and ensures the reader can easily follow
the author's line of reasoning. This means paying close attention to sentence construction, word
choice, and the logical flow of ideas. For beginners, this translates into a focus on building sentences
that are grammatically sound and logically structured, ensuring that each word serves a purpose
and contributes to the overall message without unnecessary ornamentation.

Consistency is another cornerstone of Chicago style grammar. Once a decision is made regarding a
particular grammatical convention, it should be applied uniformly throughout the document. This
applies to everything from hyphenation and spelling to the treatment of numbers and quotations.
This dedication to internal consistency helps to create a professional and polished final product,
reinforcing the credibility of the author and the work itself.

Punctuation Essentials for Beginners

Punctuation plays a vital role in conveying meaning and structure in writing, and Chicago style
offers specific guidelines to ensure its effective use. For beginners, mastering comma usage is
paramount, as it is one of the most frequently debated and misunderstood punctuation marks. CMOS
generally favors the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma) in lists of three or more items,
a practice that helps to prevent ambiguity. For example, in the sentence "I love my parents, Lady
Gaga, and the Pope," the serial comma clearly separates the three distinct entities. Without it, "Lady
Gaga" could be interpreted as an appositive to "parents."

Other crucial punctuation marks covered in Chicago style include the semicolon, colon, and
apostrophe. Semicolons are used to connect two independent clauses that are closely related in
thought, offering a stronger separation than a comma but a weaker one than a period. Colons are
typically used to introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. Apostrophes are essential for indicating
possession and forming contractions, though CMOS generally advises against contractions in formal
writing. Understanding these fundamental punctuation rules will significantly enhance the clarity
and readability of your prose.

Comma Usage in Chicago Style

The serial comma, as mentioned, is a key feature. It's used in lists of three or more items connected
by conjunctions like "and" or "or." For instance, "The colors of the flag are red, white, and blue."
This rule is not absolute; the manual advises using the serial comma when it is necessary for clarity.
For introductory phrases and clauses, commas are used to set them off from the main clause. For
example, "After the long meeting, we went for coffee." Commas also separate elements in dates and
addresses, and they are used to set off nonessential clauses and phrases.



Semicolons and Colons

Semicolons are powerful tools for joining closely related independent clauses. For example, "The
research was groundbreaking; it changed the direction of the field." They can also be used in
complex lists where the individual items themselves contain commas. Colons serve to introduce
elements that follow. This can be a list: "The required supplies are: notebooks, pens, and
highlighters." It can also introduce an explanation or elaboration: "The conclusion was clear: the
experiment had failed."

Apostrophes and Possessives

Apostrophes are used to show possession. For singular nouns, add 's: "the student's book." For
plural nouns ending in s, add just an apostrophe: "the students' books." For plural nouns not ending
in s, add 's: "the children's toys." Chicago style also addresses the possessive of proper nouns ending
in s, generally recommending adding 's even if it sounds awkward: "James's car."

Capitalization Rules in Chicago Style

Capitalization in Chicago style is generally more conservative than in some other guides, aiming for
clarity and avoiding unnecessary capitalization. Proper nouns are capitalized, which includes names
of people, places, organizations, and specific historical events. However, common nouns are typically
not capitalized unless they begin a sentence or are part of a specific, official title.

For beginners, understanding how to capitalize titles of books, articles, and other works is crucial.
Chicago style uses title case for headings and titles, meaning major words are capitalized. For
example, "The Art of Writing Clearly." It also provides specific rules for capitalizing elements within
titles, such as not capitalizing prepositions unless they are the first or last word. This attention to
detail in capitalization contributes to the overall professionalism of a document.

Capitalizing Titles

When capitalizing titles of works such as books, articles, and chapters, Chicago style employs title
case. This means capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all principal words (nouns, pronouns,
verbs, adjectives, adverbs, and some conjunctions and prepositions). Minor words like articles (a, an,
the), short prepositions (of, in, on, at), and short conjunctions (and, but, or) are generally not
capitalized unless they are the first or last word of the title. For example, "A History of the World" or
"Through the Looking-Glass."

Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns



The distinction between proper and common nouns is fundamental. Proper nouns name specific,
unique entities and are always capitalized: "John Smith," "Paris," "Google," "World War II." Common
nouns refer to general categories and are not capitalized unless they start a sentence: "a man," "a
city," "a company," "a war." This rule extends to terms that can be both proper and common; for
instance, "the president" (a title) versus "President Lincoln" (a specific person). In Chicago style,
titles are generally capitalized when used immediately before a name but often lowercased when
used alone or as a common noun.

Numbers and Dates: Chicago Style Guidelines

Chicago style offers clear guidelines for handling numbers and dates to ensure consistency and
readability. For beginners, the most important principle is often to spell out numbers one through
ten and use numerals for numbers 11 and above. This is a general rule, and there are numerous
exceptions, but it provides a good starting point. For example, you would write "five students" but
"15 books."

When it comes to dates, Chicago style is straightforward. Full dates are written with the month, day,
and year. For example, "July 4, 1776." The comma is placed after the day. When referring to a
specific century, it is typically written out, such as "the nineteenth century." Specific decades are
often written with numerals and without an apostrophe, like "the 1920s."

Spelling Out Numbers

The general rule in Chicago style is to spell out numbers from one to ten. For example: "There were
three main arguments presented." Numbers 11 and higher are typically expressed in figures: "The
study involved 25 participants." This rule applies unless a number is part of a technical context, a
statistic, or a measurement where precision is critical. For instance, in a scientific report, you might
see "2.5 cm" rather than "two and a half centimeters."

Formatting Dates and Times

When writing out full dates, the month precedes the day, followed by the year, with a comma
separating the day and the year: "May 10, 2023." When the date is part of a parenthetical phrase, a
comma follows the year: "(May 10, 2023, he stated)." Decades are written as "the 1980s" or "the
early 2000s." Centuries are usually written out: "the twenty-first century." Times are generally
expressed with numerals, often using a colon to separate hours and minutes: "3:30 p.m."

Pronoun Usage and Agreement

Pronoun usage and agreement are critical for grammatical correctness and clarity. Chicago style
emphasizes that pronouns must agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns they



refer to). This means if the antecedent is singular, the pronoun must be singular; if it is plural, the
pronoun must be plural. For example, "The student submitted her paper" or "The students
submitted their papers."

A significant point of discussion in modern English grammar, and addressed by CMOS, is the use of
singular "they." When the gender of a person is unknown or irrelevant, or when referring to a
nonbinary individual, the singular "they" is now widely accepted and recommended by Chicago style.
For example, "Each applicant must bring their own identification." This reflects a commitment to
inclusive language and contemporary usage.

Singular "They"

Chicago style has officially recognized and endorsed the use of the singular "they." This pronoun can
be used when referring to a single person whose gender is unspecified or irrelevant, or when the
person identifies as nonbinary. This acknowledges that traditional gendered pronouns (he/she) are
not always appropriate or sufficient. For instance: "A user should always protect their password."
This usage is grammatically sound and promotes more inclusive writing.

Subject-Verb Agreement with Pronouns

Ensuring subject-verb agreement is crucial, especially with pronouns that can be singular or plural.
For example, indefinite pronouns like "everyone," "everybody," "anyone," and "anybody" are singular
and require singular verbs: "Everyone is here." Pronouns like "several," "few," "both," and "many"
are plural and take plural verbs: "Few understand the implications." Pronouns like "some," "all,"
"any," "none," and "more" can be singular or plural depending on the noun they refer to, which is a
key area where agreement with the antecedent is vital.

Verb Tense and Voice

Maintaining consistent verb tense is fundamental for narrative coherence. Chicago style advises
writers to choose a tense (past or present) and stick with it unless there is a clear reason to shift.
For historical narratives or accounts of past events, the past tense is generally used. For describing
ongoing research or established facts, the present tense is often appropriate. Shifting tenses
unnecessarily can confuse the reader.

Voice—whether active or passive—also impacts the clarity and impact of writing. Chicago style
generally recommends the active voice because it is typically more direct, concise, and engaging.
For instance, "The committee approved the proposal" is stronger than "The proposal was approved
by the committee." However, the passive voice can be useful when the actor is unknown,
unimportant, or when the focus needs to be on the action or the recipient of the action.



Active vs. Passive Voice

The active voice places the subject of the sentence as the doer of the action. "Sarah wrote the
report." This is direct and usually preferred. The passive voice shifts the focus, making the object of
the action the subject. "The report was written by Sarah." While often less vigorous, the passive
voice is appropriate in situations where the agent is unknown ("The window was broken") or when
the action itself is more important than the performer ("The patient was treated immediately").
Chicago style encourages judicious use of the passive voice.

Consistency in Tense

Maintaining a consistent verb tense throughout a passage or document is essential for readability. If
you are recounting a historical event, you would use the past tense: "The pilgrims arrived in the
New World and established settlements." If you are discussing scientific principles, the present
tense is often used: "Water boils at 100 degrees Celsius." A sudden shift from past to present tense
without a logical reason can disorient the reader. However, shifts are permissible when recounting
events in chronological order or when distinguishing between past actions and present
consequences.

Sentence Structure and Clarity

Clear and effective sentence structure is a hallmark of good writing, and Chicago style places a
strong emphasis on this. Beginners should aim for sentences that are grammatically correct,
logically organized, and easy for the reader to process. This often means avoiding overly long or
convoluted sentences, which can obscure meaning. Breaking down complex ideas into shorter, well-
structured sentences can significantly improve comprehension.

Varying sentence structure also contributes to engaging prose. While clarity is paramount, a
monotonous string of sentences of the same length and structure can become dull. Using a mix of
simple, compound, and complex sentences, along with varied sentence beginnings, can make your
writing more dynamic and enjoyable to read. Chicago style encourages writers to be mindful of
rhythm and flow, ensuring that sentences connect smoothly to one another.

Avoiding Wordiness

Wordiness is the enemy of clear communication. Chicago style encourages conciseness, urging
writers to eliminate unnecessary words and phrases that do not add meaning. This means being
judicious with adverbs, avoiding redundant expressions, and choosing strong, precise verbs. For
example, instead of "He walked very slowly," one might write "He ambled" or "He trudged." Phrases
like "due to the fact that" can often be replaced with "because."



Sentence Variety

A common pitfall for beginners is the tendency to write sentences that are too similar in structure or
length. This can lead to monotonous prose. Chicago style suggests varying sentence construction to
maintain reader interest and enhance the flow of ideas. This can involve using different types of
sentences (declarative, interrogative, imperative, exclamatory—though the latter two are rare in
formal writing), employing different clause structures, and starting sentences in various ways. For
example, beginning a sentence with a prepositional phrase, a dependent clause, or an adverb can
add variety.

Common Pitfalls to Avoid

As you begin to apply Chicago style grammar, several common pitfalls can trip up beginners. One of
the most frequent is the misuse of homophones—words that sound alike but have different meanings
and spellings, such as "their," "there," and "they're," or "to," "too," and "two." Careful proofreading
is essential to catch these errors.

Another common issue is misplaced or dangling modifiers. A modifier is a word, phrase, or clause
that describes or qualifies another word in the sentence. A misplaced modifier is placed incorrectly,
leading to an awkward or illogical meaning. A dangling modifier is a modifier that does not clearly
and logically modify any word in the sentence. For example, "Running quickly, the bus was missed"
is a dangling modifier; it sounds as if the bus was running quickly.

Homophones and Commonly Confused Words

Homophones are a frequent source of error. Examples include:

"affect" (verb) vs. "effect" (noun, or verb meaning to bring about)

"its" (possessive) vs. "it's" (it is)

"then" (time) vs. "than" (comparison)

"who" (subject) vs. "whom" (object)

Paying attention to the specific meaning and grammatical function of these words is crucial for
accurate writing.

Modifiers and Sentence Clarity

Modifiers should always be placed as close as possible to the word they are intended to modify.
Misplaced modifiers can create humorous or confusing sentences. For example, "He found a dog in



the park that was barking loudly" implies the park was barking. A clearer version would be: "He
found a dog that was barking loudly in the park." Dangling modifiers, such as "Having finished the
assignment, the TV was turned on," can be corrected by adding the subject that performs the action:
"Having finished the assignment, I turned on the TV."

Resources for Continued Learning

While this guide provides a solid foundation in Chicago style grammar for beginners, the journey of
mastering any style guide is ongoing. The most authoritative resource, of course, is The Chicago
Manual of Style itself. It is a comprehensive reference work that can be consulted for specific
questions and complex situations. Many libraries carry physical copies, and the University of
Chicago Press offers online subscriptions for digital access, which is often updated more frequently
than print editions.

Beyond the manual, numerous reputable online resources offer explanations and tutorials on
Chicago style. Websites of universities, academic writing centers, and professional editing
organizations often provide helpful articles and guides. Engaging with these resources and
practicing the principles discussed will solidify your understanding and build your confidence as a
writer adhering to Chicago style.

FAQ

Q: What is the main difference between Chicago style
grammar and other style guides?
A: Chicago style grammar is known for its comprehensive approach and its flexibility, particularly
regarding citation methods (notes-bibliography and author-date). Grammatically, it emphasizes
clarity, consistency, and a generally conservative approach to capitalization and punctuation, though
it has adapted to include modern usage like the singular "they." Other style guides might be more
discipline-specific (e.g., APA for sciences) with differing conventions for formatting and grammar.

Q: Should I always use the serial comma in Chicago style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends the serial comma (or Oxford comma) for
clarity in lists of three or more items connected by a conjunction. While it is the preferred practice,
the manual advises using it primarily when it aids comprehension and prevents ambiguity.

Q: How does Chicago style handle numbers?
A: As a general rule, Chicago style spells out numbers one through ten and uses numerals for
numbers 11 and above. However, there are many exceptions, particularly in technical writing,
statistics, or when numbers are used in close proximity, where numerals might be used for all
numbers to maintain consistency.



Q: Is the passive voice acceptable in Chicago style?
A: Yes, the passive voice is acceptable in Chicago style, but the active voice is generally preferred
for its directness and conciseness. The passive voice is used judiciously when the actor is unknown,
unimportant, or when the focus needs to be on the action or recipient of the action.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on the
singular "they"?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style officially recognizes and endorses the use of the singular "they"
pronoun. It is recommended for use when referring to a single person whose gender is unknown or
irrelevant, or for individuals who identify as nonbinary, promoting inclusive language.

Q: How can I practice Chicago style grammar effectively as a
beginner?
A: Effective practice involves understanding the core rules and then actively applying them in your
writing. This means proofreading your work carefully for grammatical errors, paying close attention
to punctuation, capitalization, and pronoun agreement. Reading published works that adhere to
Chicago style can also provide excellent examples.

Q: Where can I find reliable resources for learning Chicago
style grammar beyond introductory guides?
A: The primary resource is "The Chicago Manual of Style" itself, available in print and online
through subscription. Additionally, university writing centers, reputable grammar websites, and
style guide blogs often offer detailed explanations and examples of Chicago style conventions.
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