
common spelling errors chicago style

Navigating the nuances of academic and professional writing often leads to questions about specific
style guides. For those adhering to or curious about the Chicago Manual of Style, understanding
common spelling errors is paramount. Chicago style, with its meticulous attention to detail, demands
accuracy not only in grammar and punctuation but also in the precise spelling of words. This article
delves into frequently encountered spelling pitfalls within the Chicago style framework, offering clear
explanations and practical solutions to elevate your writing. We'll explore common confusions,
homophones, and specific words that often trip up writers, ensuring your Chicago-style documents
are polished and professional, free from preventable spelling blunders.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Approach
to Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) doesn't dictate a unique spelling system separate from standard
English. Instead, its guidance on spelling is largely rooted in establishing consistency and clarity
within a written work. CMOS generally defers to American English spelling conventions unless a
specific context or an author's preference suggests otherwise. This means that when discussing
common spelling errors in Chicago style, we are primarily addressing those errors that deviate from
standard American English, particularly those that can undermine the credibility and professionalism
expected in Chicago-style publications, such as academic papers, books, and journals.

CMOS emphasizes the importance of the writer or editor choosing a standard and sticking to it. For
spelling, this typically means adhering to a reputable dictionary, such as Merriam-Webster's
Collegiate Dictionary or Webster's Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged. The manual



provides guidance on how to handle variations in spelling, especially when dealing with British versus
American English spellings. While not explicitly a rule against British spellings, consistency is key. If
an author consistently uses "colour" instead of "color," Chicago style would expect this to be
maintained throughout the document.

The underlying principle for Chicago style regarding spelling is precision and clarity. A misspelled
word, regardless of the stylistic preference, can distract the reader and diminish the perceived
authority of the text. Therefore, understanding common spelling errors is crucial for anyone aiming to
produce polished, professional work that aligns with the rigorous standards of the Chicago Manual of
Style. This section sets the stage for identifying and rectifying the most prevalent spelling mistakes
writers encounter.

Frequent Spelling Mistakes and How to Avoid Them

Many writers, even experienced ones, fall prey to a recurring set of spelling errors. These are often
words that sound alike, are spelled similarly, or have irregular plurals or verb conjugations. The
Chicago Manual of Style, while not creating its own lexicon of correct spellings, relies on the writer's
adherence to established standards, making the avoidance of these common errors a fundamental
aspect of professional writing.

Commonly Confused "-able" and "-ible" Endings
The distinction between words ending in "-able" and "-ible" can be notoriously tricky. Generally, "-
able" is added to words that can stand alone as a complete word, while "-ible" is often attached to
root words that are not common English words on their own or have a slightly different meaning. For
instance, "acceptable" (from accept) is correct, as is "permissible" (from permit). However, exceptions
abound, making memorization and careful checking essential. When writing in Chicago style, ensure
you are using the correct suffix to maintain clarity and correctness.

Incorrect Use of Suffixes "-cede," "-ceed," and "-sede"
The spelling of words that involve these suffixes often causes confusion. The most common pattern is
that only "exceed" and "proceed" end in "-ceed." "Recede" ends in "-cede." The only common English
word ending in "-sede" is "supersede." Mastering these patterns can significantly reduce spelling
errors in Chicago-style manuscripts. For example, "supersede" is a frequent offender, often misspelled
as "supercede."

The "i before e except after c" Rule and Its Exceptions
This well-known mnemonic is a helpful starting point, but it has numerous exceptions. Words like
"believe," "achieve," and "receive" follow the rule (i before e, except after c). However, words such as
"weird," "seize," and "foreign" are common exceptions that writers must learn. When adhering to
Chicago style, it's crucial to be aware of these exceptions to ensure accurate spelling, particularly in
academic and formal contexts where precision is highly valued.



Commonly Misspelled Adverbs Ending in "-ly"
Many adverbs are formed by adding "-ly" to an adjective. However, some adjectives already end in
"l," leading to double "l"s in the adverb (e.g., "full" becomes "fully"). Conversely, some adjectives
ending in "y" change the "y" to "i" before adding "-ly" (e.g., "happy" becomes "happily"). The key is to
know the base adjective and the standard rules for forming adverbs. Incorrectly doubling or omitting
letters in these "-ly" adverbs is a frequent error that can be avoided with careful attention.

Common Errors with Plurals and Possessives
While not strictly spelling errors in the traditional sense, incorrect formation of plurals and
possessives can be seen as a failure in accurate word representation. For instance, confusion between
"its" (possessive) and "it's" (it is) is a very common mistake. Similarly, errors in forming plural
possessives (e.g., "students'" versus "student's") or irregular plurals (e.g., "children," not "childs") can
detract from the professionalism expected in Chicago style.

Homophones: The Silent Saboteurs of Accurate
Spelling

Homophones are words that sound the same but have different spellings and meanings. They are a
persistent source of errors in all forms of writing, and adherence to Chicago style necessitates their
correct usage. These words can easily slip past spell-checkers because the computer recognizes them
as valid words, just not the intended ones. Being vigilant about homophones is essential for clear and
accurate Chicago-style communication.

"Their," "There," and "They're"
This trio is perhaps the most notorious set of homophones. "Their" is a possessive pronoun (e.g.,
"their books"). "There" refers to a place or is used as an expletive (e.g., "Put it over there," or "There
is a problem"). "They're" is a contraction of "they are" (e.g., "They're going to the library").
Understanding these distinct uses is fundamental for correct Chicago-style writing.

"To," "Too," and "Two"
"To" is a preposition or part of an infinitive verb (e.g., "go to the store," "to run"). "Too" is an adverb
meaning "also" or "excessively" (e.g., "I want to go too," or "It's too hot"). "Two" is the number 2.
Mixing these up can lead to nonsensical sentences and detract from the precision expected in
Chicago style.

"Your" and "You're"
"Your" is a possessive pronoun, indicating ownership (e.g., "your report"). "You're" is a contraction of
"you are" (e.g., "You're doing a great job"). The apostrophe in "you're" signals the omission of the "a"



from "are," much like in other contractions.

"Affect" and "Effect"
This pair frequently causes confusion. "Affect" is typically a verb meaning "to influence" (e.g., "The
weather will affect our plans"). "Effect" is usually a noun meaning "a result" (e.g., "The effect of the
policy was significant"). There are exceptions, as "effect" can be a verb meaning "to bring about"
(e.g., "to effect change"), but the common usage is verb for "affect" and noun for "effect."

"Than" and "Then"
"Than" is used for comparisons (e.g., "She is taller than he is"). "Then" indicates time or sequence
(e.g., "First we eat, then we go home"). Confusing these can alter the meaning of a sentence
dramatically.

"Its" and "It's"
As mentioned earlier, "its" is the possessive form of "it" (e.g., "The dog wagged its tail"). "It's" is a
contraction of "it is" or "it has" (e.g., "It's a beautiful day," or "It's been a long time").

"Complement" and "Compliment"
"Complement" refers to something that completes or enhances something else (e.g., "The wine
complements the meal"). "Compliment" refers to praise or admiration (e.g., "She gave him a
compliment").

Confusing Words: Near Misses That Derail Clarity

Beyond homophones, there are numerous words that are easily confused due to similar spelling or
pronunciation, or because they are related conceptually but have distinct meanings and spellings. In
Chicago style, precision in word choice is vital for conveying meaning accurately, and these
commonly confused words represent a significant hurdle for many writers.

"Accept" and "Except"
"Accept" is a verb meaning to receive or agree to (e.g., "I accept your apology"). "Except" is usually a
preposition meaning "excluding" (e.g., "Everyone except John was invited").

"Adverse" and "Averse"
"Adverse" means unfavorable or harmful (e.g., "adverse effects"). "Averse" means having a strong



dislike or opposition to something (e.g., "He is averse to risk").

"Allusion" and "Illusion"
"Allusion" is an indirect reference (e.g., "The speech contained an allusion to Shakespeare"). "Illusion"
is a deceptive appearance or impression (e.g., "The magician created an illusion").

"Emigrate" and "Immigrate"
These terms are often confused. "Emigrate" means to leave one's country to settle in another (e.g.,
"They emigrated from Ireland"). "Immigrate" means to come to live permanently in a foreign country
(e.g., "They immigrated to Canada"). The prefixes "e-" (out) and "im-" (in) are key here.

"Principal" and "Principle"
"Principal" can be a noun (head of a school, main sum of money) or an adjective meaning "most
important" (e.g., "the principal reason"). "Principle" is a noun referring to a fundamental truth, belief,
or rule (e.g., "the principle of fairness").

"Stationary" and "Stationery"
"Stationary" means not moving or not changing (e.g., "The car remained stationary"). "Stationery"
refers to writing materials like paper and envelopes.

"Conscious" and "Conscience"
"Conscious" means aware (e.g., "He was conscious of the danger"). "Conscience" refers to the inner
voice that judges right and wrong (e.g., "Her conscience bothered her").

Proper Nouns and Specialized Terminology

When working within the Chicago Manual of Style, the accurate spelling of proper nouns and
specialized terminology is critical. This includes names of people, places, organizations, titles of
works, and technical terms specific to a field. Misspellings in these areas can significantly undermine
the credibility of the writer and the publication.

Capitalization and Spelling of Proper Names
Proper nouns require careful attention. This includes not only the correct spelling of names but also
correct capitalization. For instance, distinguishing between "African American" as a demographic term
and "African American" as a nationality or origin requires understanding context. Chicago style



generally favors capitalizing ethnic and racial groups but offers guidance on specific instances.
Similarly, place names, company names, and brand names must be spelled precisely as they are
officially recognized.

Titles of Books, Articles, and Other Works
Chicago style has specific rules for the capitalization and italicization of titles. For instance, article
titles and chapter titles are typically enclosed in quotation marks and capitalized in headline style
(major words capitalized), while book titles and journal titles are italicized and capitalized in title case.
Ensuring these are rendered correctly is a common area for error.

Technical and Scientific Terms
Fields like science, medicine, law, and technology have their own specialized vocabularies. The
Chicago Manual of Style encourages writers to use the most current and accepted spellings for these
terms. If there's any doubt, consulting a specialized dictionary or glossary relevant to the field is
advisable. For instance, the spelling of chemical compounds, medical procedures, or legal statutes
must be precise.

Consistency in Foreign Words and Phrases
When using foreign words or phrases, especially those that are commonly integrated into English,
consistency in spelling and diacritical marks (accents, umlauts, etc.) is important. Chicago style often
recommends italicizing foreign words and phrases that have not been fully Anglicized. If a word has
an accepted English spelling, that is generally preferred.

Acronyms and Abbreviations
The first time an acronym or abbreviation is used, the full term should generally be provided, followed
by the acronym in parentheses. Subsequent uses can then employ the acronym. For example, "The
National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) announced..." later followed by "NASA's
findings...". Ensuring the correct spelling of the full term and the accurate formation of the acronym is
crucial.

The Role of Proofreading and Editing in Correcting
Spelling Errors

Even the most diligent writer can overlook spelling errors. Therefore, rigorous proofreading and
editing are indispensable steps in producing work that adheres to the standards of Chicago style.
These processes are not merely about catching typos but about ensuring the overall clarity, accuracy,
and professionalism of the text.



The Power of a Fresh Perspective
After spending hours or days immersed in writing, a writer's eyes can become accustomed to their
own work, making it harder to spot mistakes. Taking a break before proofreading allows for a more
objective and critical review. Reading the text aloud is another highly effective technique, as it forces
the reader to process each word and can reveal awkward phrasing or misspellings that might
otherwise go unnoticed.

Utilizing Spell-Checkers and Grammar Tools Wisely
While built-in spell-checkers and grammar tools are valuable aids, they are not infallible. As noted
with homophones, these tools often cannot distinguish between correctly spelled but incorrectly used
words. Chicago style writers should use these tools as a first line of defense, but never as a substitute
for manual review. Advanced grammar and style checkers can offer more sophisticated feedback, but
human judgment remains paramount.

Manual Proofreading Techniques
A systematic approach to manual proofreading is essential. This can involve reading the text
backward, word by word, to focus solely on spelling without getting caught up in the meaning of the
sentence. Another method is to print out the document, as reading on paper can sometimes make
errors more apparent than reading on a screen. Focusing on specific types of errors during different
passes (e.g., one pass for spelling, another for punctuation) can also be effective.

The Importance of a Style Sheet
For larger projects or ongoing publications, maintaining a style sheet is highly recommended. This
document lists specific editorial decisions, including preferred spellings for commonly confused words,
hyphenation rules, capitalization preferences, and the spelling of key names or terms. Referencing
this style sheet during proofreading ensures consistency throughout the document, which is a
hallmark of professional Chicago-style writing.

Seeking External Review
If possible, having another person proofread the document can be invaluable. A fresh pair of eyes is
much more likely to catch errors that the original writer has missed. This is especially true for
academic papers or important professional documents where absolute accuracy is critical.

Utilizing Resources for Chicago Style Spelling Accuracy

To achieve the meticulous accuracy demanded by the Chicago Manual of Style, writers should
leverage a variety of reliable resources. These tools and references are designed to clarify
ambiguities and provide authoritative guidance on spelling and word usage, ensuring that your



writing meets the highest professional standards.

The Chicago Manual of Style itself
The primary resource, naturally, is the Chicago Manual of Style. While it doesn't contain an exhaustive
dictionary of every word, it provides principles and guidelines for resolving spelling and usage
questions, including advice on handling variations between American and British English. Familiarizing
yourself with its sections on spelling, hyphenation, and word division is crucial.

Reputable Dictionaries
When in doubt about a word's spelling, consulting a reputable dictionary is the most direct approach.
The Chicago Manual of Style often recommends:

Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary

Webster's Third New International Dictionary, Unabridged

Online versions of these dictionaries are readily accessible and can provide definitions,
pronunciations, and common usage examples, which can help clarify meaning and thus correct
spelling.

Specialized Dictionaries and Glossaries
For technical, scientific, or academic writing, specialized dictionaries or glossaries relevant to the
specific field are invaluable. These resources offer the most accurate and up-to-date spellings of
terminology that might not be found in general dictionaries.

Online Style Guides and Writing Centers
Many university writing centers and reputable online style guides offer clear explanations of common
spelling errors and usage issues. While these may not be specific to Chicago style in every instance,
the core principles of accurate spelling and word choice are universally applicable. They can serve as
helpful supplementary resources.

Thesauri
While a thesaurus is primarily for finding synonyms, it can indirectly help with spelling by providing
alternative words. If you are unsure about the spelling of a word you intend to use, looking it up in a
thesaurus can help you find a synonym whose spelling you are more certain of, or it might prompt
you to check the original word's spelling more thoroughly.



Conclusion: Mastering Spelling for Chicago Style
Excellence

Achieving impeccable spelling is a cornerstone of professional writing, particularly when adhering to
the rigorous standards of the Chicago Manual of Style. This article has explored the common spelling
errors that writers frequently encounter, from confusing homophones and similarly spelled words to
the precise rendering of proper nouns and specialized terminology. Understanding the nuances of
words like "affect" versus "effect," "their" versus "there," and "accept" versus "except" is not just
about grammatical correctness; it's about ensuring clarity, maintaining credibility, and projecting
authority. By diligently proofreading, utilizing reliable resources like reputable dictionaries and the
Chicago Manual of Style itself, and maintaining a keen awareness of potential pitfalls, writers can
significantly elevate the quality of their work. Mastering these common spelling errors is a vital step
toward producing polished, professional documents that meet the high expectations associated with
Chicago style, ultimately contributing to the overall effectiveness and impact of your written
communication.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are some of the most common spelling errors that
Chicago Style writers encounter?
Common errors include confusing homophones like 'affect'/'effect', 'there'/'their'/'they're', and
'its'/'it's'. Misspellings of commonly used words, incorrect hyphenation (e.g., 'well-being' versus 'well
being'), and errors in pluralization (especially with foreign words) are also frequent.

How does Chicago Style handle commonly misspelled proper
nouns?
Chicago Style emphasizes accuracy. While it doesn't dictate specific common misspellings, it advises
meticulous checking of proper nouns like names of people, organizations, and places. Consulting style
guides specific to a field or using reliable dictionaries is recommended.

Are there specific Chicago Style rules for hyphenating
commonly misspelled compound words?
Chicago Style prefers open compounds (two words) unless a hyphen is essential for clarity or to avoid
misreading. For commonly misspelled compounds, consistency is key. Consulting the Chicago Manual
of Style's extensive index or a reputable dictionary for established usage is the best approach.

What is Chicago Style's stance on using spell checkers versus
manual proofreading for spelling errors?
Chicago Style strongly advocates for both. Spell checkers are valuable tools but cannot catch
homophone errors or context-dependent misspellings. Thorough manual proofreading by the writer



and ideally a second reader is essential for catching all errors.

How does Chicago Style address variations in spelling
between American and British English?
Chicago Style generally follows American English spelling conventions. If writing for a British audience
or dealing with a text that incorporates British English, it's crucial to be consistent with the chosen
convention and note any significant differences.

What is the best way to ensure consistency when dealing with
a potentially misspelled recurring term in a Chicago Style
document?
The best practice is to establish the correct spelling early in the writing process, perhaps in a glossary
or style sheet, and then meticulously ensure that spelling is used consistently throughout the
document. This might involve using a 'find and replace' function with careful verification.

Does Chicago Style have specific guidance on commonly
misspelled technical or scientific terms?
Chicago Style itself doesn't provide an exhaustive list of technical spellings. Instead, it directs writers
to consult discipline-specific style guides, authoritative dictionaries, glossaries, and reputable sources
within that field for accurate spelling of technical and scientific terms.

When encountering a word with multiple accepted spellings,
how does Chicago Style guide the choice to avoid perceived
errors?
Chicago Style prioritizes clarity and consistency. If a word has multiple acceptable spellings (e.g.,
'judgment' vs. 'judgement'), the manual advises choosing one and adhering to it throughout the
document. Consulting a dictionary for the most common or preferred spelling in American English is a
good starting point.

Additional Resources
Here are 9 book titles related to common spelling errors, formatted as requested:

1.

The Misspelling Maze: A Journey Through Common Gaffes
This book delves into the most frequent and persistent spelling mistakes English speakers encounter.
It provides clear explanations of why these errors occur, exploring the phonetic and etymological
roots of common confusions. Through engaging examples and practical tips, readers will learn to
navigate the treacherous terrain of spelling with newfound confidence.



2.

Spellbound No More: Conquering Homophones and Their
Deceitful Cousins
Homophones – words that sound alike but have different meanings and spellings – are a major
stumbling block for many writers. This guide offers a systematic approach to mastering these tricky
pairs, like "there," "their," and "they're," or "affect" and "effect." It equips readers with mnemonics
and context-based exercises to ensure correct usage.

3.

The Apostrophe's Abyss: Possessives, Contractions, and the
Great Divide
Apostrophes are often misused, leading to grammatical errors that detract from clarity and
professionalism. This book tackles the often-misunderstood rules surrounding apostrophes, from
forming possessives correctly to understanding the proper use in contractions. It aims to demystify
these punctuation marks and restore order to written English.

4.

When Words Collide: Navigating Confusing Compound Words
Compound words, whether written as one word, two words, or hyphenated, present a unique spelling
challenge. This title explores the common pitfalls associated with forming and spelling compound
words, offering guidance on when to join, separate, or hyphenate. It breaks down the often-arbitrary
rules governing these word combinations.

5.

Suffixes and Their Slip-ups: The Perils of Adding Endings
Adding suffixes to base words can dramatically change spelling, and many writers stumble over these
alterations. This book focuses on the common errors that arise when adding suffixes like "-able," "-
ible," "-ance," "-ence," and "-ly." It provides a framework for understanding how and why spellings
change, leading to more accurate word construction.

6.

The Silent Letter Syndicate: Unmasking Hidden Spelling Traps
Silent letters in English words are a constant source of confusion and misspellings. This book shines a
light on words with silent letters, such as the 'k' in "knife" or the 'gh' in "though." It offers strategies
for remembering these silent letters and understanding the historical reasons behind their presence
in our vocabulary.

7.



Proofreading Pointers: Catching the Most Common Mistakes
This practical guide is designed for anyone looking to polish their writing and eliminate those
persistent spelling errors. It provides actionable advice and checklists for effective proofreading,
focusing specifically on the most frequently misspelled words and common grammatical slip-ups.
Readers will learn how to spot and correct mistakes they might otherwise overlook.

8.

The Etymology of Errors: Why We Spell It Wrong
Understanding the history and origins of words can be key to mastering their spelling. This book
delves into the etymological roots of common spelling errors, revealing how historical sound shifts
and language evolution contribute to current confusions. By understanding why a word is spelled a
certain way, readers can better recall the correct form.

9.

Demystifying Double Letters: The Double Trouble of Spelling
The correct placement of double letters, like the 'ss' in "address" or the 'll' in "parallel," is a frequent
spelling challenge. This book tackles the often-inconsistent rules governing double letters, providing
clear guidelines and memorable examples to help readers avoid common mistakes. It aims to bring
order to the often-confusing world of doubled consonants and vowels.
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