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The Chicago Manual of Style and Its Grammar Best Practices

chicago manual grammar best practices are essential for anyone aiming for
clarity, consistency, and professionalism in their writing. This esteemed
style guide provides a comprehensive framework for tackling everything from
punctuation and syntax to citation and manuscript preparation. Mastering its
principles ensures that your prose is not only grammatically sound but also
adheres to widely accepted academic and publishing standards. This article
delves into the core tenets of Chicago style grammar, exploring its approach
to common stylistic challenges and offering actionable advice for writers
seeking to elevate their craft. We will cover fundamental aspects of sentence
structure, verb tense consistency, pronoun usage, and the nuances of
punctuation as dictated by this authoritative guide, ensuring your work meets
the highest editorial benchmarks.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's
Core Principles

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) serves as a cornerstone for many
publishers, academic institutions, and individual authors. Its primary goal
is to promote clear, consistent, and readable prose. Unlike some style guides
that are highly prescriptive, Chicago tends to offer flexibility where
appropriate, encouraging writers to make informed decisions based on context
and clarity. This approach allows for a more nuanced application of rules,
prioritizing the reader's understanding above all else.

The manual's philosophy is rooted in providing guidance rather than rigid
mandates. It anticipates a wide range of writing scenarios and offers well-
reasoned solutions. By understanding the underlying principles of clarity,
conciseness, and consistency, writers can effectively apply Chicago's grammar
best practices to their own work, ensuring a polished and professional final
product. The emphasis on readability means that even complex grammatical



structures are presented in a way that is easy to follow.

Key Grammar Best Practices in Chicago Style

Chicago style grammar emphasizes precision and readability. This means that
even seemingly minor grammatical points are treated with importance, as they
contribute to the overall effectiveness of the text. Writers are encouraged
to be mindful of sentence flow, word choice, and the correct application of
grammatical rules to avoid ambiguity and enhance comprehension.

Subject-Verb Agreement

One of the most fundamental aspects of grammar is ensuring that subjects and
verbs agree in number. Chicago style is uncompromising on this point. A
singular subject requires a singular verb, and a plural subject requires a
plural verb. Special attention should be paid to compound subjects,
collective nouns, and intervening phrases that might obscure the true subject
of the sentence.

For instance, when dealing with compound subjects joined by "and," the verb
is typically plural ("The dog and the cat are playing"). However, when
subjects are joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees with the subject closer
to it ("Neither the students nor the teacher is present"). Collective nouns
like "team," "committee," or "family" can be treated as singular or plural
depending on whether the group is acting as a unit or as individuals. Chicago
style generally favors treating them as singular unless the context clearly
indicates individual action.

Pronoun Agreement

Pronouns must agree with their antecedents in both number and gender. This
means a singular antecedent requires a singular pronoun, and a plural
antecedent requires a plural pronoun. Similarly, if the antecedent is
gendered, the pronoun should match. Chicago style also addresses the use of
singular "they" for non-binary individuals or when the gender of the
antecedent is unknown or irrelevant, reflecting contemporary usage and
inclusivity.

Care must be taken to ensure that pronoun references are clear and
unambiguous. A pronoun should clearly refer to a specific noun, avoiding
situations where it could refer to more than one noun, leading to confusion.
For example, in the sentence "John told Robert that he was mistaken," it is
unclear who "he" refers to. Revising to "John told Robert, 'You are



mistaken'" or "John told Robert that Robert was mistaken" clarifies the
meaning.

Adjective and Adverb Usage

Chicago style promotes the correct and effective use of adjectives and
adverbs. Adjectives modify nouns and pronouns, while adverbs modify verbs,
adjectives, or other adverbs. Misplaced modifiers, such as dangling
participles or squinting modifiers, can create awkward phrasing and lead to
misinterpretation. Chicago style advocates for placing modifiers as close as
possible to the words they modify to ensure clarity.

For example, a dangling modifier occurs when a modifying phrase does not
clearly or logically modify any word in the sentence. Consider "Walking down
the street, the buildings looked tall." Here, it sounds like the buildings
were walking down the street. A corrected version would be: "Walking down the
street, I thought the buildings looked tall." Similarly, a squinting modifier
could modify either the word before or after it, creating ambiguity.

Punctuation Nuances According to Chicago Style

Punctuation is a critical element of clear writing, and Chicago style offers
detailed guidance on its proper application. The goal is to guide the reader
smoothly through the text, marking pauses, separations, and connections
between ideas.

The Oxford Comma (Serial Comma)

Chicago style strongly recommends the use of the serial comma, also known as
the Oxford comma. This is the comma placed before the conjunction in a list
of three or more items. While some style guides omit it, Chicago maintains
that its inclusion often prevents ambiguity and enhances clarity. For
example, in the list "I love my parents, Lady Gaga and the Pope," the absence
of the Oxford comma implies that the parents are Lady Gaga and the Pope. With
the Oxford comma, "I love my parents, Lady Gaga, and the Pope," it is clear
that these are three distinct entities.

Commas in Compound Sentences

When two independent clauses are joined by a coordinating conjunction (for,
and, nor, but, or, yet, so), Chicago style generally requires a comma before



the conjunction. This helps to delineate the two distinct thoughts and
prevents them from running together. For instance, "The sun was setting, and
the birds began to sing."

Apostrophes

Apostrophes are used to indicate possession and to form contractions. Chicago
style is meticulous about their placement for possessives, particularly with
singular and plural nouns. For singular nouns ending in 's,' such as "James,"
Chicago generally prefers "James's" over "James'." However, for classical
names ending in 's' or 'es,' such as "Jesus," "Moses," and "Socrates," the
singular form is often preferred: "Jesus'," "Moses'," "Socrates'." For plural
nouns ending in 's,' an apostrophe is added at the end: "the students'
books." Irregular plurals are treated like singular nouns: "the children's
toys."

Colons and Semicolons

Colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. A colon
typically follows an independent clause. For example, "She packed the
essentials: a sleeping bag, a tent, and a flashlight." Semicolons are used to
connect two closely related independent clauses without a conjunction, or to
separate items in a complex list that already contains commas. For example,
"The conference featured speakers from London, England; Paris, France; and
Rome, Italy."

Sentence Structure and Clarity

Effective sentence structure is paramount in Chicago style. The aim is to
create sentences that are not only grammatically correct but also easy for
the reader to process and understand. This involves careful consideration of
sentence length, the placement of clauses, and the avoidance of overly
complex constructions.

Conciseness

Chicago style advocates for conciseness, meaning writers should avoid
unnecessary words or phrases that do not add to the meaning of the sentence.
This includes eliminating redundant expressions, nominalizations (turning
verbs into nouns unnecessarily), and passive voice constructions where active
voice would be more direct and vigorous.



For instance, instead of "The report was written by the committee," Chicago
style would favor the active voice: "The committee wrote the report."
Similarly, instead of "There was a significant increase in sales," a more
concise option would be "Sales increased significantly."

Parallelism

Parallelism, or the use of consistent grammatical structures to express
related ideas, is a key element of clear and elegant writing according to
Chicago style. When items in a series, comparisons, or elements in a sentence
are not parallel, the sentence can become awkward and confusing. This applies
to phrases, clauses, and even individual words within a sentence.

For example, if listing verbs, they should all be in the same tense or form:
"She likes to read, to write, and to paint" is parallel. "She likes reading,
writing, and to paint" is not. Ensuring parallelism creates a pleasing rhythm
and makes the relationships between ideas more apparent.

Verb Tense and Consistency

Maintaining consistent verb tense is crucial for narrative coherence and
logical flow. Chicago style emphasizes that once a tense is established for a
particular narrative or description, it should be maintained unless there is
a specific reason to shift it.

For historical accounts or narratives, the past tense is typically used. For
descriptions of ongoing states or general truths, the present tense is
appropriate. When reporting events that occurred before another past event,
the past perfect tense (had + past participle) is used. For example, "By the
time the police arrived, the thief had already escaped."

Shifts in Tense

Unnecessary shifts in verb tense can disorient the reader. For instance,
starting a story in the past tense and then suddenly switching to the present
tense without a clear narrative purpose can be jarring. Chicago style advises
writers to be deliberate about any tense changes and to ensure they serve the
story or argument.

A common exception is when describing events that are happening now versus
events that happened in the past, but even these shifts should be handled
with care. The principle is to maintain a consistent temporal framework
unless a change is explicitly intended and clearly signaled.



Pronoun Usage and Clarity

Pronoun usage, beyond agreement, also hinges on clarity and avoiding
ambiguity. Chicago style provides guidance on how to ensure that every
pronoun clearly refers to its intended antecedent.

Vague Pronoun References

Vague pronoun references are a common pitfall. This occurs when a pronoun
could refer to more than one noun, or when its antecedent is implied rather
than explicitly stated. Chicago style strongly discourages such ambiguity.

Consider the sentence: "The teacher spoke to the student about his
assignment." It's unclear whose assignment is being discussed. To clarify,
one might write: "The teacher spoke to the student about the student's
assignment" or "The teacher discussed the assignment with the student."

"It," "This," "That," and "Which"

The demonstrative pronouns ("this," "that") and the relative pronoun "which"
can sometimes be used vaguely. Chicago style generally requires these
pronouns to refer to a specific noun, not an entire clause or idea. When
using "this" or "that" to refer to a preceding statement, it is often better
to rephrase for clarity.

For example, instead of "The company missed its deadline, which caused major
problems," Chicago style would suggest: "The company missed its deadline.
This missed deadline caused major problems," or "The company's missed
deadline caused major problems."

Commonly Misunderstood Chicago Grammar Rules

Certain grammatical points frequently cause confusion, and Chicago style
offers specific guidance to resolve these issues.

The Use of "Affect" vs. "Effect"

This is a perennial problem. Generally, "affect" is a verb meaning "to
influence" or "to produce a change in," while "effect" is a noun meaning "a
result" or "consequence." Chicago style adheres to this distinction.



Example: "The new policy will affect employee morale." (verb) "The new policy
had a positive effect on employee morale." (noun)

An exception exists where "effect" can be a verb meaning "to bring about" or
"to accomplish," as in "to effect change." However, this usage is less
common, and maintaining the primary distinction is key for clarity.

"Less" vs. "Fewer"

Chicago style advises using "fewer" for countable items and "less" for
uncountable quantities or abstract concepts.

Example: "There were fewer cars on the road today." (countable) "There was
less traffic on the road today." (uncountable quantity)

While colloquial usage often blurs this line, formal writing, as governed by
Chicago style, maintains the distinction.

Dashes (Em dash, En dash)

Chicago style distinguishes between the em dash (—) and the en dash (–). The
em dash is used to set off parenthetical information, indicate an abrupt
break in thought, or introduce an amplification. It is often used without
spaces on either side. The en dash is used to indicate a range, such as dates
or numbers ("pages 5–10") or in compound adjectives where one part is already
hyphenated ("post–World War II era"). Proper usage of these dashes enhances
sentence structure and readability.

The Importance of Proofreading with Chicago
Style in Mind

Even with a thorough understanding of Chicago style grammar best practices,
meticulous proofreading is indispensable. This final stage of the writing
process is where errors in grammar, punctuation, syntax, and consistency are
caught and corrected.

Proofreading with Chicago style in mind involves a systematic review of the
manuscript, specifically looking for adherence to the guide's principles.
This includes double-checking subject-verb agreement, pronoun references,
punctuation usage (especially the serial comma), and consistent verb tense.
It also involves verifying that all stylistic choices align with the manual's
recommendations.



Tools can assist, but they cannot replace a careful human eye. Reading the
text aloud can help catch awkward phrasing and grammatical errors that might
otherwise go unnoticed. A checklist based on the most common Chicago style
rules can also be a valuable tool during proofreading.

Applying Chicago Style to Different Writing
Genres

While the core principles of Chicago style grammar remain constant, their
application can vary slightly depending on the genre of writing. However, the
overarching goal of clarity, consistency, and professionalism is universal.

Academic Writing

In academic papers, theses, and dissertations, Chicago style is often the
preferred guide. Here, adherence to rules for citations, footnotes/endnotes,
and bibliographies is paramount. Grammatical precision is also critical to
ensure the credibility and rigor of the research presented.

Publishing and Editing

For books, magazines, and other published works, Chicago style is a widely
adopted standard. Editors use it to ensure consistency in style, grammar, and
usage across an entire publication. This leads to a more polished and
professional reading experience for the audience.

Business and Professional Writing

While some industries may adopt their own specific style guides, the clarity
and precision promoted by Chicago style are beneficial in all forms of
business and professional communication. Reports, proposals, and internal
documents are all enhanced by grammatically sound and clearly structured
prose.

Web Content and Digital Media

Even in the fast-paced world of digital content, the principles of clear
communication championed by Chicago style are highly relevant. While certain
stylistic adaptations might be made for online readability, the fundamental



grammar and punctuation rules ensure that messages are conveyed effectively
and professionally, building trust and authority with the audience.

---

Q: What is the primary goal of the Chicago Manual of
Style regarding grammar?
A: The primary goal of The Chicago Manual of Style regarding grammar is to
ensure clarity, consistency, and readability in written text, enabling
writers to communicate their ideas effectively and professionally to their
audience.

Q: How does Chicago style handle the serial comma
(Oxford comma)?
A: Chicago style strongly recommends and generally requires the use of the
serial comma (or Oxford comma) before the conjunction in a list of three or
more items to prevent ambiguity and improve clarity.

Q: What are the best practices for subject-verb
agreement in Chicago style?
A: Chicago style mandates strict adherence to subject-verb agreement,
ensuring singular subjects take singular verbs and plural subjects take
plural verbs. Special attention is paid to compound subjects, collective
nouns, and intervening phrases that might complicate this agreement.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of
"affect" versus "effect"?
A: Chicago style adheres to the standard distinction: "affect" is typically
used as a verb meaning "to influence," while "effect" is usually a noun
meaning "a result." While exceptions exist, maintaining this distinction is a
key practice for clarity.

Q: What is Chicago style's recommendation for the
use of "less" and "fewer"?
A: Chicago style advises using "fewer" for countable items and "less" for
uncountable quantities or abstract concepts, promoting precision in language.



Q: Why is consistent verb tense important in Chicago
style?
A: Consistent verb tense is crucial in Chicago style to maintain narrative
coherence, logical flow, and reader comprehension. Shifts in tense should
only occur when a specific narrative or contextual purpose justifies them and
they are clearly signaled.

Q: How does Chicago style approach vague pronoun
references?
A: Chicago style strongly discourages vague pronoun references, emphasizing
that pronouns must clearly and unambiguously refer to a specific antecedent
to avoid confusion for the reader.

Q: What is the role of proofreading in applying
Chicago manual grammar best practices?
A: Proofreading is an essential final step in applying Chicago manual grammar
best practices. It involves a systematic review to identify and correct any
errors in grammar, punctuation, syntax, and consistency, ensuring the
manuscript adheres to the style guide's standards.
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