
chicago style grammar for writers
Chicago Style Grammar for Writers: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style grammar for writers is essential for those seeking clarity,
consistency, and professionalism in their academic papers, books, and other
long-form content. Adhering to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) ensures
your work is polished and adheres to established publishing standards. This
guide delves into the nuances of Chicago style grammar, covering punctuation,
mechanics, and common pitfalls that writers encounter. We will explore
everything from comma usage and semicolon rules to the correct application of
hyphens and apostrophes, providing actionable advice to elevate your writing.
Understanding these principles is not just about following rules; it's about
enhancing readability and credibility.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS)

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS, is a widely respected
style guide used primarily in book publishing, as well as in academic and
journalistic writing. It provides comprehensive recommendations on grammar,
punctuation, spelling, manuscript preparation, and citation. Unlike some
other style guides that are heavily prescriptive, CMOS offers flexibility,
often providing multiple acceptable options and encouraging writers to choose
the style that best suits their specific project and audience. For writers
aiming for publication, particularly in the humanities, social sciences, and
fiction, familiarizing oneself with CMOS is a crucial step towards
professional presentation.

The guide is divided into two main parts: "Part I: Bookmaking" which covers
editorial, typographical, and production aspects, and "Part II: Author-Text
Relationship" which details matters of documentation and style. While the
entirety of CMOS is vast, focusing on its grammatical and stylistic
recommendations is paramount for writers. Understanding the core philosophy
behind CMOS—which emphasizes clarity, consistency, and readability—will
inform your grammatical choices and make the application of its rules more



intuitive. It’s not just about memorizing rules, but about understanding the
intent behind them.

Key Grammar Principles in Chicago Style

Chicago style, like most reputable grammar guides, prioritizes clear and
concise expression. This means avoiding ambiguity and ensuring that your
sentences are easy to follow. While it largely aligns with general English
grammar, CMOS offers specific recommendations on certain points that can
significantly impact the professionalism of your writing. These principles
often revolve around maintaining a consistent voice and presenting
information in a logical, accessible manner.

Verb Tense Consistency

Maintaining consistent verb tense is a cornerstone of clear writing. In CMOS,
the general rule is to use the same verb tense for all clauses within a
sentence that refer to the same time period. Shifting tenses unnecessarily
can confuse the reader and disrupt the narrative flow. For instance, if you
are describing a past event, stick to past tense verbs unless a specific
reason requires a shift, such as referring to an event that occurred before
the main narrative.

Exceptions to this rule typically involve situations where different
timeframes are genuinely being discussed. For example, when describing a
historical event and its ongoing impact, you might transition from past tense
to present tense. However, these shifts should be deliberate and clearly
signaled to the reader. If you are unsure, err on the side of consistency.
Readers appreciate a stable temporal framework.

Subject-Verb Agreement

Subject-verb agreement is a fundamental grammatical concept that CMOS
strongly emphasizes. A singular subject requires a singular verb, and a
plural subject requires a plural verb. This rule can become tricky with
compound subjects, collective nouns, and intervening phrases. For example, a
sentence like "The team, comprised of talented athletes, are practicing
diligently" violates this rule; it should be "The team... is practicing
diligently" because "team" is a singular collective noun.

When dealing with compound subjects joined by "and," the verb is usually
plural. However, if the two nouns form a single conceptual unit (e.g., "bread
and butter"), a singular verb might be appropriate. Similarly, with subjects



joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the subject closer to it. Pay
close attention to phrases that come between the subject and the verb, as
they can sometimes obscure the true subject and lead to agreement errors.
Careful proofreading can catch these mistakes.

Pronoun Clarity and Agreement

Pronouns must agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns
they refer to). Furthermore, pronoun reference should be clear and
unambiguous. A common issue is the vague pronoun, where it's unclear what
noun the pronoun is standing in for. For instance, "The scientists discussed
their findings with the department, and they were impressed" leaves the
reader wondering who "they" refers to—the scientists or the department.

CMOS advises against using "they" as a singular, gender-neutral pronoun if it
creates ambiguity or sounds informal, though it acknowledges the increasing
acceptance of this usage in certain contexts. When a specific gender is
unknown or irrelevant, and a singular pronoun is grammatically required,
writers may resort to "he or she" or rephrase the sentence to use a plural
antecedent. Precision in pronoun usage is vital for avoiding
misinterpretation.

Punctuation Mastery for Chicago Style

Punctuation is the often-overlooked mechanism that guides the reader through
your text. CMOS offers detailed guidance on its use, aiming for clarity and
readability above all else. Mastering these punctuation rules is crucial for
polished writing.

Comma Usage

Commas are perhaps the most frequently used and misused punctuation marks.
CMOS provides clear guidelines. The serial comma (or Oxford comma) – the
comma before the final item in a list of three or more items – is generally
recommended by CMOS, though not strictly mandatory if clarity is not
compromised. For example, "apples, oranges, and bananas" is preferred over
"apples, oranges and bananas." This helps avoid ambiguity, especially in
complex lists.

Commas are also used to separate independent clauses joined by a conjunction
(e.g., "The rain fell heavily, but the game continued"). They set off
introductory phrases and clauses, parenthetical elements, and nonrestrictive
clauses. Misplaced or missing commas can alter the meaning of a sentence, so



understanding their role is paramount.

Semicolon Usage

Semicolons serve to connect two closely related independent clauses that
could stand alone as sentences. They indicate a stronger separation than a
comma but a weaker one than a period. For instance, "The sun was setting; the
birds began to sing their evening songs." Semicolons are also used in complex
lists where items themselves contain commas, to prevent confusion.

It is important not to overuse semicolons. They should connect only
grammatically independent clauses. Using a semicolon to connect an
independent clause with a dependent clause, or to introduce a list in place
of a colon, would be incorrect according to CMOS guidelines. Their judicious
use can add sophistication and flow to your writing.

Apostrophe Usage

Apostrophes are primarily used to indicate possession and to form
contractions. For possession, singular nouns usually take an apostrophe and
an 's' (e.g., "the dog's bone"). Plural nouns ending in 's' generally take
only an apostrophe (e.g., "the dogs' bones"), though there are exceptions for
irregular plurals (e.g., "children's toys").

In contractions, apostrophes replace omitted letters (e.g., "it's" for "it
is," "don't" for "do not"). A common point of confusion is the difference
between "its" (possessive pronoun, like "his" or "her") and "it's"
(contraction of "it is" or "it has"). CMOS emphasizes correct apostrophe
usage to maintain grammatical accuracy and avoid miscommunication.

Hyphen and Dash Usage

Hyphens and dashes, though visually similar, have distinct functions. Hyphens
are typically used to join words to form compound modifiers before a noun
(e.g., "state-of-the-art technology," "well-known author"). They are also
used in certain compound words and to break words at the end of a line.
Consistency is key here; once you decide on a hyphenation style for a
compound word, stick with it throughout your manuscript.

Dashes, particularly em dashes, are used to set off parenthetical
information, indicate a break in thought, or emphasize a concluding phrase.
An em dash is longer than a hyphen and is typically used without spaces on
either side (though styles can vary). Commas or parentheses can often



substitute for dashes, but dashes can provide a stronger emphasis or a more
abrupt interruption.

Capitalization and Numeral Conventions

CMOS provides detailed guidance on capitalization and the use of numerals,
aiming for consistency and readability. Adhering to these conventions
enhances the professional appearance of your work.

Capitalization Rules

In general, CMOS follows standard English capitalization rules for proper
nouns and the first word of a sentence. However, it offers specific advice on
capitalizing titles of works (books, articles, etc.), where it favors
sentence case for article and chapter titles (capitalizing only the first
word and proper nouns) and title case for book titles (capitalizing most
major words). This distinction is important for consistency within your
document.

CMOS also addresses the capitalization of common nouns when they are part of
a formal name or title, or when they are used in a way that gives them
special significance. For example, "the President" when referring to a
specific, current officeholder, versus "a president" in a general sense.
Understanding these nuances prevents arbitrary capitalization.

Numeral and Number Usage

CMOS recommends spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred and using
figures for numbers 101 and above. However, there are many exceptions to this
rule. Figures are generally preferred for dates, times, percentages,
decimals, and statistics. Numbers that are part of a series where some
numbers are above one hundred should all be rendered as figures for
consistency.

For ordinal numbers, CMOS generally spells them out (e.g., "first," "twenty-
second"), but figures are used for ordinals beyond a certain point or when
they are part of a formal title. Keeping a style sheet for how you handle
numbers can be incredibly helpful, especially for longer manuscripts, to
ensure uniformity.



The Importance of Consistency in Chicago Style

Perhaps the most critical aspect of applying Chicago style grammar is
maintaining consistency. Whether you are adhering to CMOS's recommendations
on serial commas, hyphenation, or capitalization, applying your chosen style
uniformly throughout your work is paramount. Inconsistency can be distracting
for the reader and can detract from the credibility of your writing.

CMOS itself is designed to be a flexible guide, often offering multiple
acceptable choices. The key is to make deliberate choices based on clarity
and the specific needs of your project, and then to stick to those choices.
For example, if you decide to use the serial comma, use it everywhere it is
applicable. If you opt for spelling out numbers up to 100, do so without
exception. A personal style sheet can be an invaluable tool for tracking
these decisions.

Common Errors and How to Avoid Them

Writers often make predictable errors that can be easily avoided with a
thorough understanding of grammar and attention to detail. Recognizing these
common pitfalls is the first step to correcting them.

Confusing Homophones

Homophones are words that sound alike but have different spellings and
meanings. Common examples include "there," "their," and "they're"; "to,"
"too," and "two"; and "affect" and "effect." CMOS, like most grammar guides,
relies on the correct use of these words to convey precise meaning. The best
way to avoid errors is to understand the definition of each word and to
proofread carefully, perhaps even reading your work aloud to catch misspoken
words that might be written incorrectly.

Incorrect Use of Modifiers

Misplaced and dangling modifiers are grammatical errors where a descriptive
word or phrase is positioned in a way that makes the sentence unclear or
nonsensical. A misplaced modifier is too far from the word it modifies, while
a dangling modifier does not logically modify anything in the sentence. For
example, "Walking down the street, the tall building caught my eye" is a
dangling modifier; it implies the building was walking down the street.

Correcting these requires ensuring that the modifier is placed directly next



to the word or phrase it is intended to describe. Often, this involves
rephrasing the sentence to provide a clear subject for the modifying phrase
to attach to. This ensures that your descriptions are precise and your
sentences are logical.

Run-On Sentences and Comma Splices

A run-on sentence occurs when two or more independent clauses are joined
without proper punctuation or conjunctions. A comma splice is a specific type
of run-on where two independent clauses are joined only by a comma. CMOS
provides several acceptable ways to correct these errors:

Separate the clauses with a period.

Join the clauses with a semicolon.

Join the clauses with a comma and a coordinating conjunction (for, and,
nor, but, or, yet, so).

Make one of the clauses subordinate to the other.

Careful sentence construction and thorough proofreading are essential to
eliminate these errors and ensure clarity.

Chicago Style for Different Writing Contexts

While the core principles of Chicago style grammar remain constant, their
application might subtly shift depending on the writing context. Academic
papers, fiction manuscripts, and professional reports may have slightly
different expectations regarding stylistic choices, even within the broad
framework of CMOS.

Academic Writing and Research Papers

In academic writing, particularly in the humanities and social sciences,
adherence to CMOS is common. Precision in argumentation, clarity in
exposition, and accurate citation are paramount. Writers must pay close
attention to subject-verb agreement, pronoun consistency, and the correct use
of punctuation to ensure their research is presented professionally and
credibly. The choice between sentence case and title case for headings, for
instance, will be dictated by the specific requirements of the journal or
publisher.



Book Publishing and Fiction

For fiction authors, CMOS offers guidance on aspects like dialogue
punctuation, descriptive language, and narrative flow. While grammatical
rules remain important, CMOS also allows for stylistic flexibility to serve
the author's voice and the demands of the genre. The use of serial commas and
the treatment of compound adjectives are areas where authors can make
consistent choices that align with their intended style.

Professional and Business Writing

In business contexts, clarity, conciseness, and professionalism are the
primary goals. CMOS principles can be adapted to ensure business documents
are easy to read and understand. While the formality might be slightly
adjusted, the underlying grammatical correctness and logical structure
promoted by CMOS are always beneficial. For instance, ensuring clear subject-
verb agreement and correct punctuation in reports and proposals builds trust
and avoids misinterpretations.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago
style and other major style guides like APA or MLA?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is unique in its dual approach,
offering two distinct systems for citations: the notes-bibliography system,
commonly used in the humanities, and the author-date system, often used in
the sciences. APA and MLA primarily focus on specific citation formats and
have their own sets of rules for grammar and mechanics, though they share
many core grammatical principles with CMOS.

Q: Does Chicago style require the serial comma?
A: Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the serial comma (also known
as the Oxford comma) before the final item in a list of three or more. While
it acknowledges that clarity may sometimes be maintained without it, the
default recommendation is to include it to prevent ambiguity.

Q: How does Chicago style handle capitalization for
titles of works?
A: CMOS has specific rules for capitalizing titles of works like books,
articles, and chapters. For book titles, it generally uses title case
(capitalizing most major words). For article and chapter titles within a



larger work, it recommends sentence case, capitalizing only the first word
and any proper nouns or words that are part of a title proper (like a
subtitle).

Q: When should I use a hyphen versus an em dash in
Chicago style?
A: Hyphens are typically used to join compound words or compound modifiers
before a noun (e.g., "well-known author"). Em dashes are used to set off
parenthetical information, indicate a break in thought, or emphasize a
concluding phrase. They are longer than hyphens and often used without spaces
around them.

Q: Is the use of singular "they" accepted in Chicago
style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style acknowledges the growing acceptance and common
usage of "they" as a singular, gender-neutral pronoun. While it may still
recommend alternative phrasing to avoid potential ambiguity in formal
contexts, its guidance reflects the evolving nature of language and
increasingly permits singular "they" when appropriate for clarity and
inclusivity.

Q: How does Chicago style deal with numbers,
particularly small numbers?
A: Generally, Chicago style recommends spelling out numbers from zero through
one hundred. Numbers 101 and above are typically written in figures. However,
there are numerous exceptions, such as when numbers are used for dates,
times, percentages, statistics, or when a series contains numbers both above
and below 100.
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