
cmos academic writing errors

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a cornerstone of academic writing, providing a standardized
framework for citations, formatting, and stylistic choices. However, even experienced scholars can fall prey
to common CMOS academic writing errors. These mistakes, ranging from minor punctuation oversights to
significant citation inaccuracies, can detract from the credibility and clarity of scholarly work.
Understanding these pitfalls is crucial for anyone seeking to produce polished, professional, and publication-
ready manuscripts. This article delves into the most prevalent CMOS academic writing errors, offering detailed
explanations and practical advice to help you avoid them. We will explore issues related to in-text citations
and bibliographies, punctuation and grammar, formatting, and style, all within the context of CMOS guidelines.
Mastering these aspects ensures your research is presented effectively and adheres to the rigorous standards
of academic discourse.
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Understanding CMOS Citation Errors

One of the most frequent areas where writers encounter difficulties with CMOS is in the intricate system of
citations. CMOS offers two primary systems: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. Each
has its own set of rules, and deviations can lead to significant academic writing errors. The notes-bibliography
system, common in the humanities, relies on footnotes or endnotes for citations, while the author-date system,
prevalent in the sciences and social sciences, uses parenthetical in-text citations.

In-Text Citation Mistakes

Within the notes-bibliography system, errors often arise from incorrect formatting of the footnote or endnote
markers. These should be Arabic numerals placed after the punctuation of the clause or sentence to which they
refer. A common error is placing the numeral before the punctuation. Furthermore, the initial note for a source
should be a "full note," containing all necessary bibliographic information, while subsequent notes for the
same source should be "short notes," typically including the author's last name, a shortened title, and the
page number. Failing to distinguish between full and short notes is a persistent CMOS academic writing error.

Bibliography and Reference List Errors

The bibliography, appearing at the end of a work that uses the notes-bibliography system, and the reference list
for the author-date system, are critical components where errors can accumulate. A frequent mistake is
inconsistent formatting of entries. For instance, elements like author names, titles, publication dates, and page
numbers must follow a precise order and punctuation. The capitalization of titles can also be a source of
error; CMOS generally advocates for title case for book titles and article titles within a larger work.
Incorrectly italicizing or quoting titles, or omitting essential details like the publisher or DOI, are also
common.



Handling Multiple Authors and Sources

Complex citation scenarios, such as works with multiple authors, edited volumes, or sources requiring
extensive explanation, often lead to confusion. For works with two authors, both names are usually listed in
the bibliography. For three or more, only the first author is listed, followed by "and others" in the
bibliography, though all authors may be included in the first full note. Errors occur when these conventions
are not followed precisely. Additionally, misrepresenting the relationship between parenthetical citations and
the corresponding bibliography entry in the author-date system is a significant CMOS academic writing error.

Common CMOS Punctuation and Grammar Mistakes

Beyond citations, punctuation and grammatical accuracy are paramount in academic writing. Adherence to
CMOS guidelines in these areas demonstrates attention to detail and enhances the readability of your work.
Overlooking these fundamental aspects can undermine the professionalism of your research.

The Misuse of Commas

The comma is arguably the most misused punctuation mark. Common CMOS academic writing errors involving
commas include the comma splice, where two independent clauses are joined only by a comma. Instead, they
should be separated by a semicolon, a period, or joined by a coordinating conjunction. Another frequent error is
the omission of the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma) in a list of three or more items when it aids
clarity. CMOS generally prefers its use, although consistency is key.

Apostrophe Errors and Possessives

Apostrophes are essential for indicating possession and contractions. A prevalent academic writing error is
the incorrect formation of possessives, particularly with singular nouns ending in "s" (e.g., "James's" is
preferred over "James'"). The possessive of plural nouns ending in "s" is formed by adding an apostrophe after the
"s" (e.g., "students' papers"). Contractions are generally avoided in formal academic writing, but when used,
apostrophes must be placed correctly to indicate omitted letters.

Subject-Verb Agreement and Pronoun Reference

Ensuring subject-verb agreement is a basic but crucial aspect of grammatical correctness. Singular subjects
require singular verbs, and plural subjects require plural verbs. Collective nouns (e.g., "team," "committee")
can be particularly tricky; CMOS often treats them as singular when acting as a unit. Ambiguous pronoun
references are another common academic writing error. A pronoun should clearly refer to a specific antecedent,
avoiding confusion for the reader.

Formatting and Style Pitfalls in CMOS

CMOS provides detailed guidelines for formatting manuscripts, tables, figures, and general stylistic
consistency. Deviations from these standards can make a paper appear unprofessional and may even lead to
rejection from academic journals.



Manuscript Formatting Standards

When submitting a manuscript for publication or review, adhering to formatting requirements is critical. This
includes issues like margins, line spacing, font type and size, and page numbering. While not always explicitly
stated as "errors," failing to meet these basic formatting expectations can be a significant impediment. For
instance, ensuring that new chapters or sections begin on new pages is a standard practice that writers
sometimes overlook.

Tables and Figures Presentation

Presenting data in tables and figures requires careful attention to CMOS conventions. This includes proper
titling, labeling of axes, inclusion of notes explaining abbreviations or symbols, and consistent formatting of
numerical data. A common academic writing error is inconsistent numbering of tables and figures, or placing them
in incorrect proximity to their first mention in the text. The placement of table and figure notes (e.g., general
notes, specific notes, probability notes) also follows strict rules.

Consistency in Style and Terminology

Maintaining stylistic consistency throughout a document is vital. This applies to everything from the
capitalization of headings to the use of abbreviations. CMOS emphasizes consistency over rigid adherence to
every single rule if it compromises clarity. However, frequent shifts in capitalization, hyphenation, or the
spelling of key terms can be perceived as academic writing errors, indicating a lack of meticulousness.

Avoiding Typographical and Typographical Errors

While not strictly a matter of CMOS rules, typographical errors (typos) and minor factual inaccuracies
often fall under the umbrella of "errors" in academic work, as they reflect on the overall quality and
author's diligence. These are some of the most preventable but persistent issues.

Spelling and Word Choice Errors

Simple spelling mistakes are often caught by spell checkers, but homophones (words that sound alike but have
different meanings and spellings, e.g., "there," "their," "they're") can be a persistent problem. Incorrect word
choices, such as using "affect" instead of "effect," can also occur. Ensuring accurate and precise language is
fundamental to clear academic communication.

Data and Factual Accuracy

While CMOS doesn't dictate the factual accuracy of your research, presenting incorrect data or misstating
facts is a critical academic error. This can extend to misquoting sources or inaccurately representing
statistical information. Meticulous fact-checking and cross-referencing are essential to prevent these errors.

Proofreading Strategies for CMOS Compliance

The final stage of any academic writing process is thorough proofreading. This is where many CMOS academic
writing errors are identified and corrected. Effective proofreading requires more than just a quick read-through.



Developing a Proofreading Checklist

Creating a personalized checklist based on common CMOS academic writing errors you tend to make can be
highly effective. This might include specific points like checking comma usage in series, verifying the format of
your full notes and short notes, or confirming the correct placement of footnote markers. Reviewing your
checklist before submitting your work ensures that you are systematically addressing potential issues.

Reading Aloud and In Reverse

Reading your work aloud is a powerful technique for catching awkward phrasing, grammatical errors, and
missing words that your eyes might otherwise skim over. Reading your work in reverse, sentence by sentence, can
help you focus on individual sentences and identify spelling and punctuation mistakes that you might miss when
reading for content.

Seeking Peer Review and Professional Editing

Having another set of eyes review your work is invaluable. A peer reviewer may catch errors that you have
overlooked, especially concerning clarity and adherence to academic conventions. For high-stakes submissions,
professional editing services specializing in academic writing can provide a thorough review for CMOS
compliance and overall quality. Investing this time and effort can significantly reduce the number of CMOS
academic writing errors in your final submission.

The meticulous application of CMOS guidelines is not merely a matter of following rules; it is about enhancing
the clarity, credibility, and professionalism of academic research. By understanding and actively avoiding
common CMOS academic writing errors related to citations, punctuation, grammar, and formatting, writers
can present their work with confidence. Diligent proofreading and a commitment to scholarly standards ensure
that research is communicated effectively, making a stronger impact within its respective field.

Frequently Asked Questions about CMOS Academic Writing Errors

Q: What are the most common CMOS academic writing errors in
bibliographies?
A: The most common CMOS academic writing errors in bibliographies include inconsistent formatting of entries,
incorrect capitalization of titles, improper use of italics and quotation marks, missing essential bibliographic
details (like publisher or DOI), and incorrect ordering of elements within an entry. Failing to distinguish between
full and short notes in the notes-bibliography system is also a frequent issue.

Q: How can I avoid comma splices when using CMOS?
A: To avoid comma splices, which are CMOS academic writing errors, ensure that you do not join two
independent clauses with only a comma. Instead, you can separate them with a period, join them with a
semicolon, or use a comma followed by a coordinating conjunction (for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so).

Q: What is the difference between the notes-bibliography and author-date
systems in CMOS, and which is more prone to errors?
A: The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for citations, common in the humanities, while the
author-date system uses parenthetical in-text citations, prevalent in sciences. Both systems have their unique



potential for CMOS academic writing errors. The notes-bibliography system's complexity lies in the detailed
formatting of notes and the bibliography, while the author-date system's errors often stem from incorrect
linking of parenthetical citations to the reference list.

Q: Are there specific CMOS rules for handling foreign language citations
that often cause errors?
A: Yes, CMOS has specific guidelines for foreign language citations. Errors can arise from inconsistent
transliteration, incorrect use of diacritics, and improper formatting when providing translations. It is crucial
to consult the latest edition of CMOS for precise rules regarding original language titles and their
translations, especially concerning italics and quotation marks.

Q: What are some typical CMOS academic writing errors related to
abbreviations and acronyms?
A: Common errors with abbreviations and acronyms include inconsistent use (e.g., spelling out a term on first
use but not on subsequent uses, or vice-versa), incorrect formatting (e.g., not italicizing Latin abbreviations
like ibid. or et al. correctly), and the misuse of periods. CMOS generally prefers spelling out terms on their first
mention and then using the abbreviation subsequently, provided it is clearly defined.

Q: How does CMOS handle hyphenation, and where do writers commonly make
mistakes?
A: CMOS provides comprehensive rules for hyphenation, particularly with compound modifiers. Common CMOS
academic writing errors occur when writers inconsistently hyphenate compound adjectives preceding a noun
(e.g., "well-known author" vs. "author who is well known") or fail to hyphenate when needed for clarity. The
manual also offers guidance on hyphenating prefixes and suffixes.

Q: What is the CMOS approach to capitalization in titles and headings, and
what are common errors?
A: CMOS generally advocates for title case capitalization for book titles and article titles within a larger
work in the notes-bibliography system. In the author-date system, it's more about consistency and the specific
journal's style. Common errors include inconsistent capitalization between similar elements, over-capitalizing
minor words, or under-capitalizing significant words.

Q: Can using an older edition of CMOS lead to academic writing errors?
A: Absolutely. CMOS is regularly updated to reflect changes in language, technology, and scholarly
conventions. Using an outdated edition can lead to significant CMOS academic writing errors, particularly in
areas like digital citations (DOIs, URLs), formatting guidelines, and stylistic preferences that have evolved.
Always consult the most current edition available.
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