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chicago style publishing best practices for freelance editors are essential
for ensuring clarity, consistency, and adherence to industry standards. As a
freelance editor, understanding and applying the principles of the Chicago
Manual of Style (CMOS) is paramount to delivering professional, polished work
that meets client expectations. This comprehensive guide delves into the
nuances of Chicago style, covering everything from citation methods and
punctuation to grammar and manuscript preparation. We will explore specific
techniques for achieving accuracy, maintaining a consistent voice, and
effectively navigating common editorial challenges within the framework of
CMOS. By mastering these best practices, freelance editors can elevate their
services and build a strong reputation in the publishing world.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS)

The Chicago Manual of Style, often abbreviated as CMOS, is a widely
recognized and frequently used style guide in the United States. It provides
comprehensive guidelines for a broad range of editorial and typographic
practices. Freelance editors working with publishers, academic institutions,
or authors who require a standardized approach to their work will find CMOS
indispensable. Its strength lies in its detailed explanations and a flexible
approach that allows editors to make informed decisions based on context and
specific project needs.



Established by the University of Chicago Press, CMOS has evolved over many
editions, with the most recent being the 17th edition. Each edition updates
and refines the guidance to reflect contemporary publishing standards and
linguistic changes. For a freelance editor, acquiring and thoroughly studying
the latest edition is not merely a recommendation but a fundamental
requirement for professional competence. The manual covers an extensive array
of topics, from the mechanics of writing and grammar to issues of manuscript
editing, proofreading, indexing, and even the electronic production of books
and journals.

Core Principles of Chicago Style Editing

At its heart, Chicago style editing emphasizes clarity, accuracy, and
consistency. These principles guide every decision an editor makes when
applying CMOS. Clarity ensures that the author's message is conveyed
unambiguously to the reader. Accuracy pertains to factual correctness, proper
grammar, spelling, and adherence to established stylistic conventions.
Consistency, perhaps the most challenging yet critical principle, demands
that a chosen style, terminology, or format be applied uniformly throughout a
document, avoiding idiosyncratic variations that can distract or confuse the
reader.

Freelance editors are tasked with not only identifying errors but also with
anticipating potential reader confusion. This proactive approach involves
scrutinizing sentence structure for readability, ensuring that terminology is
used consistently and defined when necessary, and verifying that all elements
of the text, from headings to citations, adhere to the established style
guide. The goal is to produce a manuscript that is polished, professional,
and ready for publication without introducing stylistic inconsistencies that
could detract from the content itself.

Clarity and Readability

Achieving clarity in writing involves more than just correct grammar; it
requires careful attention to sentence construction, word choice, and logical
flow. Editors employing Chicago style best practices for freelance editors
will scrutinize sentences for potential ambiguity, awkward phrasing, or
overly complex structures. This often involves breaking down long sentences,
rephrasing passive voice constructions for more direct impact, and ensuring
that pronoun references are clear and unambiguous. The aim is to make the
text as accessible as possible to the intended audience.

Readability also extends to the organization of ideas. Editors should assess
whether paragraphs are well-structured, with a clear topic sentence and
supporting details. Transitions between paragraphs and sections should be



smooth and logical, guiding the reader seamlessly through the material. A
well-edited manuscript, following Chicago style principles, will feel
effortless to read, allowing the reader to focus on the content rather than
struggling with the presentation.

Consistency in Application

Consistency is a cornerstone of professional editing, and CMOS places
significant emphasis on it. This principle applies to a multitude of
elements, including spelling, hyphenation, capitalization, the use of
numbers, abbreviations, and the formatting of citations. For instance, if an
editor decides to spell out numbers below ten, this decision must be applied
consistently throughout the entire manuscript. Similarly, if a term is
hyphenated in one instance, it should be hyphenated in all subsequent uses
unless there's a grammatical reason for a change.

Freelance editors often use style sheets to track these decisions, especially
on larger projects or when working with multiple authors or documents. A
style sheet acts as a reference document, recording all choices made
regarding spelling, punctuation, capitalization, and other stylistic
preferences. This ensures that even if different editors work on different
parts of a project, or if the project spans a long period, a unified
stylistic voice is maintained. Adhering to consistency prevents the reader
from encountering jarring changes in style that can undermine the credibility
of the work.

Citation Styles: Notes-Bibliography vs. Author-
Date

One of the most significant aspects of Chicago style is its dual approach to
citation. CMOS provides two primary systems: the notes-bibliography (NB)
system and the author-date (AD) system. The choice between these two systems
often depends on the discipline or the specific requirements of the publisher
or client. Understanding the nuances of each is crucial for freelance editors
working on academic papers, scholarly books, or any work requiring formal
referencing.

The notes-bibliography system is most commonly used in the humanities,
including literature, history, and the arts. It utilizes numbered footnotes
or endnotes to cite sources within the text, with a corresponding
bibliography at the end of the document listing all sources consulted or
cited. The author-date system, conversely, is prevalent in the social
sciences and sciences. It involves parenthetical citations within the text,
typically including the author's last name and the year of publication, with
a reference list at the end.



The Notes-Bibliography (NB) System

The notes-bibliography system is characterized by the use of superscript
numbers embedded within the text to indicate a citation. These numbers
correspond to either footnotes (appearing at the bottom of the page) or
endnotes (collected at the end of the chapter or the document). Each note
provides detailed bibliographic information about the source, allowing
readers to easily locate it. For subsequent citations of the same source,
notes can be shortened, using a brief form or a reference to a previous note.

Freelance editors must meticulously check that each superscript number in the
text corresponds accurately to its note, and vice versa. Furthermore, the
format of each note, whether it's a book, journal article, website, or other
source type, must strictly adhere to CMOS guidelines. This system demands a
high level of precision, as even minor errors in transcription or formatting
can lead to confusion for researchers.

The Author-Date (AD) System

The author-date system offers a more concise in-text citation method.
Typically, a citation appears in parentheses, for example, (Smith 2023, 45),
indicating the author's last name, the year of publication, and the page
number if applicable. This parenthetical information directly links to a full
bibliographic entry in the reference list, which is ordered alphabetically by
author's last name. This system is favored for its efficiency in preventing
the text from being interrupted by lengthy footnotes or endnotes.

Editors using the author-date system must ensure that every in-text citation
has a corresponding entry in the reference list and that the information
within both is accurate and consistent. Special attention is given to cases
involving multiple authors, works by the same author in the same year, or
sources without clear authorship or publication dates. The goal is to make it
straightforward for readers to find the complete source information without
disrupting their reading flow.

Punctuation and Grammar Essentials in Chicago
Style

Mastering the punctuation and grammar rules within Chicago style is
fundamental for any freelance editor. CMOS offers detailed guidance on
everything from the correct use of commas and semicolons to the intricacies
of serial commas, apostrophes, and hyphens. A solid understanding of these
elements ensures that the edited text is not only grammatically sound but
also adheres to the established standards of professional publishing.



The Chicago Manual of Style often provides rationale for its recommendations,
which helps editors make informed decisions. For example, it explains the
purpose of a serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma) and offers
flexibility in its use, often depending on the complexity of the sentence and
the need for absolute clarity. Likewise, CMOS provides clear guidelines on
when to hyphenate compound words, a common point of confusion for many
writers and editors.

The Serial Comma (Oxford Comma)

The use of the serial comma is a defining characteristic of Chicago style,
which recommends its inclusion to prevent ambiguity. For instance, in a list
such as "apples, oranges, and pears," the comma before "and" is the serial
comma. This can be crucial for clarity, especially in lists where items
themselves might contain conjunctions or appear as phrases. Consider a list
like "The tour included visits to Paris, France, and Rome, Italy." Without
the serial comma before "and," the sentence could be interpreted as listing
three items: Paris, France, and Rome, Italy, rather than two distinct
destinations.

Freelance editors must apply the serial comma consistently throughout a
manuscript unless there's a compelling reason for omission, such as
maintaining a specific authorial voice or adhering to a publisher's
established style that deviates from CMOS. However, the default and
recommended practice within CMOS is to use it.

Apostrophes and Possessives

The correct use of apostrophes for possessives and contractions is another
critical area. CMOS adheres to standard English rules for forming possessives
of singular and plural nouns, as well as for irregular plurals. For example,
the possessive of "child" is "child's," and the possessive of "children" is
"children's." For nouns ending in "s," like "James," the possessive is
typically "James's," although "James'" is also permissible in some contexts
according to CMOS, especially for proper nouns ending in s or for words
ending in a pronounced 'ee' sound. Editors must be vigilant in ensuring these
rules are applied accurately to avoid grammatical errors.

Contractions, such as "it's" for "it is" or "cannot," should generally be
avoided in formal academic and professional writing unless they are part of
dialogue or serve a specific stylistic purpose. CMOS guidance is clear on
when contractions are appropriate and when they should be spelled out.



Hyphenation and Compound Words

The rules for hyphenating compound words can be complex, as many words
transition from being two separate words to a hyphenated compound, and
eventually to a single compound word over time. Chicago style provides
guidance on when to hyphenate, typically when two words function as a single
concept modifying a noun. For instance, "a well-known author" uses a hyphen
because "well-known" modifies "author." However, when the modifier follows
the noun, the hyphen is usually omitted: "The author is well known."

Freelance editors need to consult CMOS for specific rulings on compound words
and to maintain consistency. This includes compound adjectives, adverbs, and
nouns. A style sheet is invaluable here to track hyphenation choices,
especially for terms that might have multiple acceptable forms.

Manuscript Preparation and Formatting for
Chicago Style

Effective manuscript preparation is key to presenting a polished and
professional document that adheres to Chicago style publishing best practices
for freelance editors. This involves not only content editing but also
meticulous attention to formatting details that contribute to the overall
readability and presentation of the work. Proper formatting ensures that the
manuscript is easy for authors, publishers, and even typesetters to navigate
and understand.

When a freelance editor is tasked with preparing a manuscript in Chicago
style, they must consider various elements, including margins, line spacing,
font choices, headings, and the placement of tables and figures. These
elements, while seemingly minor, contribute significantly to the professional
appearance and logical structure of the document, aligning it with the
expectations of the publishing industry.

Structuring and Formatting of Chapters and Sections

Chicago style dictates specific conventions for structuring and formatting
different parts of a book or document. This includes the consistent use of
chapter titles, section headings, and subheadings. Headings should be clearly
distinguished through font size, weight, and placement, signaling the
hierarchy of information within the text. For instance, chapter titles are
typically centered and in a larger font, while major section headings might
be flush left and in bold, with subheadings following a similar but less
prominent style.



The beginning of each new chapter often starts on a new page, a practice that
enhances readability and visual appeal. Freelance editors must ensure that
all these structural elements are implemented uniformly, creating a clear and
organized flow that guides the reader through the material without
distraction. This attention to detail elevates the perceived quality of the
edited work.

Tables, Figures, and Illustrations

The presentation of tables, figures, and other illustrations within a Chicago
style document requires careful consideration of placement, numbering, and
captions. Tables and figures should be placed as close as possible to their
first mention in the text. Each should be numbered sequentially (e.g., Table
1, Figure 2), and a clear, descriptive title or caption should accompany it.
CMOS provides detailed guidelines on the formatting of table rules, the
alignment of text and numbers within tables, and the conventions for captions
for figures.

Editors must ensure that all artwork is of sufficient resolution for
reproduction and that any necessary permissions for copyrighted material have
been secured. Cross-references within the text to these elements (e.g., "as
shown in Figure 3") must be accurate. The overall goal is to integrate these
visual aids seamlessly into the narrative, enhancing understanding and
engagement for the reader.

Handling Specific Editorial Challenges with Chicago
Style

Freelance editors frequently encounter unique challenges when applying
Chicago style. These can range from managing complex indices and
bibliographies to dealing with specialized terminology or ensuring uniformity
across different types of content, such as articles within a journal or
chapters within a book. The Chicago Manual of Style offers solutions and best
practices for many of these situations, but it also requires editorial
judgment and a deep understanding of the principles.

One common challenge is maintaining stylistic consistency when dealing with
content that has been generated by multiple authors or has undergone previous
editing stages. In such cases, the editor acts as a final arbiter, ensuring
that all elements, from tone to terminology, are brought into alignment with
Chicago style guidelines. This might involve making difficult decisions about
retaining or revising authorial choices to meet the required standards.



Managing Indices and Bibliographies

Creating accurate and comprehensive indices and bibliographies is a critical
function of editing. For indices, CMOS provides guidelines on structure,
alphabetization, and the use of sub-entries to help readers locate specific
information efficiently. Freelance editors must understand how to break down
complex topics into manageable index entries and sub-entries, ensuring that
key terms and concepts are captured. The process involves careful reading and
an analytical approach to the text's subject matter.

Bibliographies, whether in the notes-bibliography or author-date system,
require meticulous attention to detail. Editors must verify that every source
cited in the text is present in the bibliography and that each entry is
formatted precisely according to CMOS. This includes correctly listing
authors, titles, publication dates, publishers, and page numbers or URLs,
depending on the source type. A well-crafted bibliography is a testament to
the editor's thoroughness and commitment to accuracy.

Dealing with Specialized Terminology and Jargon

When working on texts within specialized fields, editors will inevitably
encounter technical jargon and specialized terminology. Chicago style offers
guidance on how to handle these terms effectively. Generally, CMOS recommends
defining terms upon their first use, especially if the audience is not
expected to be familiar with them. The manual also provides advice on the use
of acronyms and abbreviations, which should be explained on first use and
then used consistently thereafter.

Freelance editors should also be aware of discipline-specific conventions for
terminology. While CMOS provides a general framework, some fields have their
own established lexicons or preferred terms. The editor's role is to ensure
clarity and consistency, consulting subject matter experts or style guides
specific to the field if necessary, while still operating within the broader
parameters of Chicago style.

Tools and Resources for Chicago Style Editors

To effectively implement Chicago style publishing best practices for
freelance editors, access to the right tools and resources is indispensable.
The primary resource is, of course, The Chicago Manual of Style itself.
However, a suite of supporting tools can significantly enhance an editor's
efficiency, accuracy, and overall productivity. These resources range from
digital versions of the style guide to grammar checkers and citation
management software.



Leveraging these tools allows freelance editors to navigate the complexities
of Chicago style with greater ease and confidence. They help in enforcing
consistency, catching errors that might be missed by the human eye, and
streamlining the citation process. A dedicated editor will invest in these
resources to ensure they can deliver the highest quality of work to their
clients.

The Chicago Manual of Style Online

The advent of digital resources has revolutionized how editors access and
utilize style guides. The Chicago Manual of Style Online offers a searchable,
up-to-date, and comprehensive version of the manual. This digital platform
allows for quick lookups of specific rules, terms, and examples, which is far
more efficient than flipping through a physical book, especially during the
heat of an editing project. It also provides access to updated Q&A sections
and common queries, further aiding editors in resolving complex stylistic
dilemmas.

For freelance editors, subscribing to CMOS Online is often considered a
professional necessity. It ensures they are always referencing the most
current guidelines and can easily find answers to specific punctuation,
grammar, or style questions as they arise, leading to faster and more
accurate editing.

Grammar and Style Checkers

While not a replacement for human editorial judgment, advanced grammar and
style checkers can be powerful allies for freelance editors. Tools like
Grammarly, ProWritingAid, or even Microsoft Word's built-in checker can flag
potential grammatical errors, spelling mistakes, punctuation issues, and
stylistic inconsistencies. Many of these tools can be configured to adhere to
specific style guides, including Chicago style, making them invaluable for
initial manuscript review.

These checkers are particularly useful for identifying repetitive phrasing,
passive voice overuse, or instances where a term has been inconsistently
capitalized or spelled. However, editors must always use their expertise to
review the checker's suggestions, as these tools can sometimes produce false
positives or misunderstand the nuanced intent of the author.

Citation Management Software

For academic and scholarly editing, managing citations can be a time-



consuming and error-prone task. Citation management software, such as Zotero,
Mendeley, or EndNote, can automate much of the process of organizing
bibliographic data and formatting citations and bibliographies. These tools
can import source information from various databases and generate
bibliographies in numerous styles, including Chicago. Some even integrate
with word processors, allowing editors to insert citations as they work and
update bibliographies automatically.

While these tools are excellent for generating the basic structure of
citations and bibliographies, freelance editors still need to verify that the
generated output precisely matches the specific requirements of CMOS and the
client's project. The software provides a framework, but the editor's careful
review ensures accuracy and adherence to the finest details of Chicago style.

FAQ Section:

Q: What is the primary purpose of adhering to
Chicago style publishing best practices for
freelance editors?
A: The primary purpose is to ensure consistency, clarity, accuracy, and
professionalism in published works, adhering to a widely recognized industry
standard that facilitates reader comprehension and strengthens the
credibility of the content.

Q: What are the two main citation styles recommended
by the Chicago Manual of Style, and when are they
typically used?
A: The two main citation styles are the notes-bibliography (NB) system,
commonly used in the humanities, and the author-date (AD) system, prevalent
in the social sciences and sciences.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of the
serial comma (Oxford comma), and what is its
recommended practice?
A: Chicago style recommends the use of the serial comma in a series of three
or more items to enhance clarity and prevent ambiguity, although its usage
can sometimes depend on specific contexts or publisher preferences.

Q: When editing a manuscript for a technical or



scientific journal, which citation style within
Chicago style is generally preferred, and why?
A: For technical or scientific journals, the author-date (AD) system is
generally preferred because it provides a more concise in-text citation,
which is less disruptive to the flow of complex technical information.

Q: What is the role of a style sheet for a freelance
editor working with Chicago style?
A: A style sheet serves as a comprehensive record of all editorial decisions
made regarding spelling, hyphenation, capitalization, punctuation, and other
stylistic elements specific to a project, ensuring consistency throughout the
document.

Q: Can freelance editors use grammar-checking
software as a substitute for fully understanding
Chicago style?
A: No, grammar-checking software is a helpful tool for identifying potential
issues but cannot replace a freelance editor's comprehensive understanding of
Chicago style, which requires nuanced judgment and knowledge of its
underlying principles.

Q: What is the advantage of using The Chicago Manual
of Style Online compared to the print version?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style Online offers the advantage of being
searchable, easily updatable, and accessible anywhere with an internet
connection, allowing for quick lookups and efficient problem-solving for
editors.

Q: How should a freelance editor handle specialized
terminology or jargon in a Chicago style manuscript?
A: Editors should define specialized terms upon their first use, explain
acronyms and abbreviations, and ensure consistent application, consulting
discipline-specific guides if necessary, while always aiming for clarity and
adherence to Chicago style principles.
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