
chicago manual grammar for papers
The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a comprehensive guide that governs
writing, editing, and citation for a wide range of academic and professional
documents. When it comes to crafting polished academic papers, understanding
and applying the Chicago Manual of Style grammar rules is paramount. This
style guide, often referred to as CMOS, offers detailed recommendations on
everything from punctuation and sentence structure to the proper use of
capitalization and numbers. Mastering these grammatical nuances ensures
clarity, consistency, and a professional presentation of your research and
ideas. This article will delve into the core grammar principles of the
Chicago Manual of Style, providing practical guidance for students and
scholars aiming to enhance the quality of their written work. We will explore
common pitfalls, essential stylistic choices, and how to effectively
implement CMOS grammar for academic papers.
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Understanding the Importance of CMOS Grammar

The Chicago Manual of Style is a cornerstone of scholarly communication,
providing a standardized framework that lends credibility and professionalism
to academic writing. Adhering to its grammar principles is not merely about
following rules; it's about ensuring that your ideas are communicated with
the utmost precision and clarity. A paper that is grammatically sound and
stylistically consistent demonstrates attention to detail, a hallmark of
rigorous academic work. Furthermore, consistent application of a recognized
style guide like CMOS makes your work more accessible and understandable to a
broader audience, including your instructors, peers, and potential future
readers.

In academic settings, instructors often specify the required style guide for
papers, and CMOS is prevalent in many humanities and social science
disciplines. Deviating from these guidelines can lead to deductions in
grading, even if the content of your paper is strong. Therefore, investing
time in understanding and applying Chicago Manual of Style grammar rules is a
crucial step in producing high-quality academic papers. This understanding
fosters a deeper appreciation for the craft of writing and equips you with
essential skills applicable across various academic and professional



contexts. Effective grammar is the invisible scaffolding that supports
compelling arguments and well-presented research.

Core Chicago Manual of Style Grammar Rules

At its heart, the Chicago Manual of Style grammar section focuses on
achieving clarity, conciseness, and consistency. While CMOS covers a vast
array of stylistic considerations, certain grammatical principles are
fundamental to producing papers that meet its standards. These principles
guide decisions about sentence construction, word choice, and the overall
flow of prose. Understanding these core tenets will serve as a strong
foundation for navigating the more detailed rules within the manual.

Verb Tense Consistency

Maintaining consistent verb tense is crucial for logical coherence within a
paper. Generally, the present tense is used for discussing findings,
arguments, or theories presented in the text, while the past tense is used
for describing events, historical research, or methods that have already
occurred. For instance, when introducing a theory, you might write, "Smith
argues that..." (present tense), but when recounting a specific experiment,
you would state, "The researchers conducted an experiment..." (past tense).
Unexpected shifts in tense can disorient the reader and undermine the
credibility of your narrative.

Careful attention must be paid to the tenses of verbs when discussing
literature reviews or summarizing previous studies. If you are referring to a
published work and its findings, the present tense is often appropriate to
indicate the enduring relevance of the idea. However, if you are describing
the historical context or the specific actions taken by the original
researchers, the past tense is more suitable. The key is to establish a clear
logical progression of time and events, ensuring that the reader can easily
follow the timeline of your discussion. In cases of reported speech or
hypothetical situations, the appropriate conditional or subjunctive moods
must also be correctly employed.

Subject-Verb Agreement

Ensuring that your verbs agree in number with their subjects is a fundamental
aspect of correct grammar. 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, or when phrases intervene between the
subject and the verb. For example, "The committee decides on the proposal"



(singular subject, singular verb), not "The committee decide." Conversely,
"The students and the professor collaborate on the project" (compound plural
subject, plural verb).

Collective nouns, such as "team," "government," or "audience," can be either
singular or plural depending on whether they are acting as a single unit or
as individuals. CMOS generally advises treating them as singular unless the
context clearly indicates individual members acting independently. For
instance, "The jury deliberates its verdict" (acting as a unit). If the jury
members were to vote individually, one might write, "The jury members cast
their votes." When an intervening phrase like "along with," "as well as," or
"in addition to" connects nouns, the verb agrees with the subject that
precedes the phrase, not with the noun following it. For example, "The
principal, along with the teachers, approves the budget."

Pronoun Agreement and Reference

Pronouns must agree in number, gender, and person with the nouns they replace
(their antecedents). This rule is vital for clarity. A common error is using
a plural pronoun to refer to a singular antecedent, or vice versa. For
instance, "Each student should bring their book" is a common colloquialism
but, according to strict CMOS grammar, should be "Each student should bring
his or her book" or, more modernly, rephrased to avoid gendered pronouns
entirely, such as "Students should bring their books." CMOS, however, has
evolved, and its most recent editions offer guidance on the singular "they"
when gender is unknown or irrelevant, acknowledging its widespread
acceptance.

Clear pronoun reference is equally important. Every pronoun should have a
clear and unambiguous antecedent. Vague pronoun references, where it's
unclear which noun a pronoun refers to, can lead to confusion. Consider the
sentence: "When Sarah spoke to Mary, she seemed upset." Who seemed upset?
Sarah or Mary? To clarify, the sentence should be rewritten: "When Sarah
spoke to Mary, Sarah seemed upset," or "When Sarah spoke to Mary, Mary seemed
upset." This principle extends to demonstrative pronouns like "this," "that,"
"these," and "those"; they should refer to specific nouns, not to entire
clauses or vague ideas.

Punctuation in Chicago Style

Punctuation is the unsung hero of clear writing, and CMOS provides detailed
guidelines to ensure its proper application. Correct punctuation not only
aids comprehension but also conveys nuance and rhythm. From commas and
semicolons to dashes and apostrophes, each mark plays a critical role in
structuring sentences and guiding the reader's interpretation.



Commas

CMOS generally favors the serial comma (or Oxford comma) in lists of three or
more items. This means placing a comma before the final conjunction in a
series, as in "red, white, and blue." While some style guides omit this
comma, CMOS recommends its use for clarity, especially in complex lists where
omitting it could create ambiguity. For example, "I love my parents, Lady
Gaga and Tony Bennett" could be misread without the serial comma; with it, "I
love my parents, Lady Gaga, and Tony Bennett," the meaning is unambiguous.

Commas are also used to set off introductory phrases and clauses,
nonrestrictive clauses (those that provide additional, non-essential
information), and parenthetical elements. They help separate independent
clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, so,
yet), though CMOS allows for omitting the comma if the clauses are very short
and closely related. For instance, "She studied diligently, and she passed
the exam." However, if the clauses are longer or less closely related, the
comma is essential: "She studied diligently for weeks, and despite
encountering several difficult concepts, she ultimately passed the exam."

Semicolons

Semicolons are powerful punctuation marks used primarily to connect two
closely related independent clauses that could stand alone as separate
sentences. Using a semicolon creates a stronger link between the ideas than a
period would, suggesting a close relationship without the need for a
coordinating conjunction. For example, "The data was compelling; it strongly
supported the hypothesis." CMOS also uses semicolons to separate items in a
complex list where the items themselves contain internal commas, preventing
confusion.

When using semicolons to link independent clauses, ensure that both clauses
are indeed complete sentences, each containing a subject and a verb. A common
error is to use a semicolon where a comma is needed, or to link an
independent clause with a dependent one. For instance, "Because the weather
was bad; we stayed inside" is incorrect. The correct form would be "Because
the weather was bad, we stayed inside" (using a comma after the introductory
dependent clause). Alternatively, "The weather was bad; we stayed inside"
(using a semicolon to connect two independent clauses).

Apostrophes

Apostrophes are primarily used to indicate possession and to form
contractions. For possessives, singular nouns generally take an apostrophe
followed by an 's' (e.g., "the student's paper"). For plural nouns ending in



's,' simply add an apostrophe (e.g., "the students' papers"). For plural
nouns not ending in 's' (e.g., "children"), add an apostrophe and an 's'
(e.g., "the children's toys").

Possessive pronouns like "its," "hers," "his," "ours," "yours," and "theirs"
do not use apostrophes. A common point of confusion is the difference between
"its" (possessive pronoun) and "it's" (contraction of "it is" or "it has").
For example, "The dog wagged its tail" is correct, while "The dog is happy,
it's wagging its tail" is also correct, using the contraction. Apostrophes
are also used to form contractions, such as "don't" (do not) and "can't"
(cannot), although CMOS generally discourages contractions in formal academic
writing unless quoting a source.

Capitalization Guidelines in CMOS

Capitalization in academic writing, as governed by CMOS, aims for consistency
and clarity, avoiding unnecessary capitalization that can distract the
reader. While the rules are extensive, focusing on key areas will cover most
common situations encountered in academic papers.

Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns

The fundamental rule is to capitalize proper nouns, which are specific names
of people, places, organizations, and sometimes things, while common nouns,
which refer to general categories, are not capitalized. For example, "Dr.
Smith" (proper noun) versus "a doctor" (common noun); "Harvard University"
(proper noun) versus "a university" (common noun); "the Civil Rights
Movement" (proper noun) versus "a movement" (common noun).

This distinction can become nuanced with terms that can function as both. For
instance, in the context of specific historical periods, eras are often
capitalized if they refer to widely recognized periods with distinct
characteristics, such as the Renaissance, the Middle Ages, or the Victorian
era. However, general terms like "an era" or "a century" are not capitalized.
Similarly, titles of works (books, articles, films) are capitalized according
to specific rules, usually following title case conventions where major words
are capitalized. Subtitles are typically capitalized as well.

Titles and Headings

CMOS provides distinct guidelines for capitalizing titles within the text
(e.g., titles of books, articles) and for headings and subheadings within
your own paper. For titles of works, generally, all major words (nouns,



pronouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs) are capitalized, and articles,
prepositions, and conjunctions are lowercased unless they are the first or
last word of the title or subtitle. This is known as title case.

For headings and subheadings within your paper, the style often depends on
the context and the specific requirements of the journal or institution.
However, CMOS typically recommends sentence case for headings and
subheadings, meaning only the first word and any proper nouns or words that
are capitalized according to standard grammar rules are capitalized. For
example: "The impact of social media on adolescent mental health." If a
subheading is a full sentence, it would still follow sentence case:
"Understanding the limitations of current research." It is always best to
consult specific instructions for the intended publication or assignment.

Numbers and Abbreviations

The treatment of numbers and abbreviations in academic writing requires
adherence to consistency and clarity, principles that CMOS strongly
emphasizes.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Generally, CMOS advises spelling out numbers from one through nine. Numbers
ten and above are typically written as figures. For example, "five students"
but "15 participants." However, this rule has exceptions. Numbers that begin
a sentence are always spelled out, regardless of how large they are (e.g.,
"Two hundred researchers attended the conference"). This is often rephrased
to avoid awkwardness: "The conference was attended by two hundred
researchers."

When a sentence contains both numbers that should be spelled out and numbers
that should be written as figures, CMOS recommends being consistent. If the
majority of numbers are figures, then spell out the smaller numbers for
consistency. Conversely, if most numbers are spelled out, use figures for the
larger ones. Percentages and units of measurement are almost always expressed
in figures (e.g., "5 percent," "10 kg"). Precision in numerical
representation is key in academic papers.

Common Abbreviations

Abbreviations should be used judiciously in academic papers, and CMOS
provides clear guidance on their acceptable use and formatting. For common
abbreviations that are widely understood (e.g., "Dr.," "Mr.," "Ms.," "St.,"



"Inc."), they are often used in conjunction with proper nouns. However, in
formal academic writing, spelling out titles and company names is often
preferred unless space is a significant constraint or the abbreviation is
standard within a specific field.

For less common abbreviations, it is essential to define them upon their
first use in the text. This is typically done by writing out the full term
followed by the abbreviation in parentheses. For example, "The study utilized
the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) guidelines." Subsequent
uses of the abbreviation can then be made without redefinition. Acronyms,
which are pronounceable abbreviations formed from the initial letters of
other words, follow the same principle of definition upon first use. CMOS
also has specific rules for geographic abbreviations, units of measurement,
and scientific terms, often recommending consistency with recognized style
guides within specific disciplines.

Sentence Structure and Clarity

Well-constructed sentences are the building blocks of effective academic
prose. CMOS grammar emphasizes clarity, conciseness, and readability,
advocating for sentence structures that guide the reader logically through
complex ideas.

Conciseness and Avoiding Wordiness

A hallmark of good academic writing is conciseness, which means expressing
ideas as efficiently as possible without sacrificing meaning. CMOS strongly
advises against wordiness, the use of more words than necessary to convey an
idea. This involves eliminating redundant phrases, unnecessary adverbs, and
roundabout constructions. For example, instead of "due to the fact that," use
"because." Instead of "in order to," use "to." Instead of "at this point in
time," use "now."

Passive voice, while sometimes necessary, can often lead to wordier and less
direct sentences. CMOS generally favors the active voice when it makes
sentences clearer and more dynamic. For instance, "The experiment was
conducted by the researchers" (passive) is less direct than "The researchers
conducted the experiment" (active). Regularly reviewing your sentences for
opportunities to eliminate unnecessary words will significantly improve the
clarity and impact of your writing. Look for phrases that can be replaced by
single words and eliminate qualifiers that do not add essential information.



Parallelism and Parallel Structure

Parallelism, or parallel structure, is a grammatical principle that involves
using the same pattern of words to show that two or more ideas have the same
level of importance. This applies to lists, comparisons, and clauses within a
sentence. For instance, if you are listing actions, they should all be in the
same grammatical form. "She likes reading, writing, and hiking" (all are
gerunds). Incorrect: "She likes reading, to write, and hiking."

In comparisons, parallelism ensures that you are comparing like with like.
For example, "Studying physics requires more effort than studying history"
(comparing two academic subjects). Incorrect: "Studying physics requires more
effort than history." Parallelism also applies to correlative conjunctions
like "either...or," "neither...nor," "both...and," and "not only...but also."
The elements following each part of the conjunction should be grammatically
parallel. For example, "She decided not only to study for the exam but also
to rewrite her notes." This principle enhances readability and makes your
prose more balanced and rhythmic.

Common Grammar Pitfalls to Avoid

Even experienced writers can fall into common grammar traps. Recognizing
these pitfalls and understanding how to avoid them is key to producing
polished papers according to CMOS standards.

Dangling Modifiers

A dangling modifier is a phrase or clause that modifies a word that is not
clearly stated in the sentence. This often occurs with introductory phrases.
For example, "Walking down the street, the buildings were tall." Who was
walking down the street? The buildings? This is illogical. The sentence
should be corrected to clarify the subject: "Walking down the street, I
noticed that the buildings were tall," or "As I walked down the street, the
buildings were tall."

Similarly, participial phrases at the beginning of a sentence must clearly
modify the subject that immediately follows. "Having finished the assignment,
the television was turned on." This implies the television finished the
assignment. The correction would be: "Having finished the assignment, I
turned on the television." Always ensure that the word being modified is
present and logically connected to the modifying phrase.



Misplaced Modifiers

A misplaced modifier is a word, phrase, or clause that is positioned
incorrectly in a sentence, making it unclear what it is supposed to modify.
This can lead to awkward or unintentionally humorous phrasing. For example,
"He bought a used car from a dealer for his daughter that was expensive." Was
the daughter expensive? The car? The dealer? The sentence should be rephrased
for clarity: "He bought an expensive used car from a dealer for his
daughter," or "He bought a used car that was expensive for his daughter from
a dealer."

Adverbs, especially restrictive adverbs like "only," "just," and "nearly,"
are common culprits of misplaced modifiers. Their placement can significantly
alter the meaning of a sentence. For example, "He only ate breakfast" means
he ate nothing else. "He ate only breakfast" means he ate nothing but
breakfast. "He ate breakfast only" is awkward and less common. Careful
placement ensures that the modifier clearly relates to the word or phrase it
is intended to affect.

Run-On Sentences and Comma Splices

A run-on sentence occurs when two or more independent clauses are joined
without appropriate punctuation or conjunctions. A comma splice is a specific
type of run-on sentence where two independent clauses are joined only by a
comma, which is insufficient. For example, "The lecture was long, it was also
informative." This is a comma splice. To correct it, you could use a period:
"The lecture was long. It was also informative." Or a semicolon: "The lecture
was long; it was also informative." Or a coordinating conjunction: "The
lecture was long, but it was also informative."

Similarly, joining independent clauses with only a conjunction without a
preceding comma (if the clauses are of significant length) can also create
issues, though CMOS is somewhat flexible with very short, closely related
clauses. The key is to ensure that each independent clause is correctly
punctuated and connected to others, maintaining grammatical integrity and
reader comprehension. Understanding the distinction between independent and
dependent clauses is crucial in avoiding these errors.

Applying Chicago Manual of Style Grammar to
Your Papers

Successfully integrating CMOS grammar principles into your academic papers
requires a proactive approach. It's not just about knowing the rules, but
about applying them consistently and thoughtfully throughout your writing



process.

The Revision Process

The revision process is where a deep understanding of Chicago Manual of Style
grammar truly shines. After completing your initial draft, engage in multiple
rounds of revision, focusing specifically on grammatical accuracy. Read your
paper aloud; this technique often helps in catching awkward phrasing,
subject-verb disagreements, and unclear pronoun references that might be
missed during silent reading. Pay close attention to the consistency of verb
tenses and ensure all modifiers are correctly placed and clearly linked to
their antecedents.

Utilize grammar-checking tools, but do not rely on them solely. These tools
can be helpful for identifying potential errors, but they lack the nuanced
understanding of context that a human editor possesses. Cross-reference any
suggestions made by the software with the principles outlined in CMOS. Think
of revision as an opportunity to refine your prose, making every sentence as
clear, concise, and grammatically sound as possible. The goal is not just to
eliminate errors but to elevate the overall quality and professionalism of
your academic work.

Consulting the Manual

The Chicago Manual of Style is an extensive resource, and no one can memorize
it entirely. For complex or ambiguous situations, directly consulting the
manual is the most reliable approach. Familiarize yourself with its structure
and indexing so you can quickly locate information on specific grammar,
punctuation, or style issues. Many universities and libraries provide access
to the online version of CMOS, making it readily available for reference.

When you encounter a grammatical question that you're unsure about, don't
guess. Take the time to look up the relevant section in CMOS. This will not
only help you resolve the immediate issue but also deepen your understanding
of the underlying principles, making you a more confident and competent
writer in the long run. Consistent reference to the manual reinforces good
writing habits and ensures adherence to the highest academic standards. It is
an investment in the quality and credibility of your research.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary purpose of the Chicago Manual



of Style for academic papers?
A: The primary purpose of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) for academic
papers is to provide a comprehensive set of guidelines for consistent and
clear writing, editing, and citation. It ensures that scholarly work adheres
to established conventions, enhancing its professionalism, credibility, and
readability for a scholarly audience.

Q: Is the serial comma (Oxford comma) mandatory in
Chicago style?
A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style generally mandates the use of the serial
comma (or Oxford comma) in lists of three or more items. This is done to
promote clarity and avoid potential ambiguity, especially in complex lists.
For example, "apples, bananas, and oranges."

Q: How does CMOS handle the use of passive versus
active voice in academic papers?
A: While CMOS acknowledges that the passive voice has its place in academic
writing (e.g., for objectivity or when the actor is unknown), it generally
recommends the active voice for its clarity, conciseness, and directness.
Writers are encouraged to use the active voice unless there is a specific
reason to employ the passive.

Q: When should I spell out numbers versus using
figures according to Chicago Manual of Style
grammar?
A: According to CMOS grammar rules, numbers one through nine are typically
spelled out, while numbers 10 and above are written as figures. However,
there are exceptions, such as always spelling out numbers that begin a
sentence and using figures for percentages, measurements, and units.

Q: What are the guidelines for defining
abbreviations upon first use in a paper following
Chicago style?
A: Chicago style requires that abbreviations or acronyms be defined upon
their first use in a paper. This is typically done by writing out the full
term followed by the abbreviation in parentheses. For example, "The study
utilized the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) guidelines."
Subsequent uses can then employ the abbreviation.



Q: How does Chicago Manual of Style address pronoun
agreement with gender-neutral language?
A: Recent editions of the Chicago Manual of Style acknowledge and provide
guidance on the use of the singular "they" as a gender-neutral pronoun when
the gender of an individual is unknown, irrelevant, or when referring to
someone who uses "they" as their pronoun. This reflects a modern approach to
grammar and inclusivity.

Q: What is the key difference between a run-on
sentence and a comma splice in the context of
Chicago Manual of Style?
A: 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, which is
grammatically insufficient to separate them. Both require correction, often
by using a period, semicolon, or coordinating conjunction.

Q: Can I use contractions in my academic papers
according to Chicago Manual of Style grammar?
A: Generally, CMOS discourages the use of contractions (e.g., "don't,"
"can't") in formal academic writing. The style manual advocates for spelling
out the words to maintain a more formal tone and precise language, unless the
contraction is part of a direct quotation from a source.
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