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Navigating the Nuances: Chicago Manual of Style 17th Edition Errors to Avoid

chicago manual of style 17th edition errors to avoid are crucial for anyone
aiming for clarity, consistency, and professionalism in their written work.
Whether you're a seasoned academic, a meticulous editor, or a budding author,
understanding these common pitfalls can elevate your manuscript from good to
exceptional. This comprehensive guide delves into the most frequent mistakes
encountered when applying the 17th edition of The Chicago Manual of Style
(CMOS), offering practical advice to prevent them. We will explore issues
ranging from punctuation and grammar to citation practices and formatting
conventions. By mastering these details, you can ensure your writing adheres
to the rigorous standards expected in academic, professional, and publishing
contexts, enhancing credibility and reader comprehension.
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Common Punctuation Pitfalls in CMOS 17th
Edition

Punctuation is the bedrock of clear communication, and even subtle deviations
from CMOS 17th Edition guidelines can lead to ambiguity or misinterpretation.
Many writers struggle with the precise application of commas, semicolons,
colons, and apostrophes, which are all areas where the manual offers
detailed, and sometimes nuanced, directives. Understanding the intended
function of each mark is paramount to using them effectively.

Comma Usage: The Most Frequent Offenders

Commas are arguably the most misused punctuation mark. A primary area of
concern is the serial comma (also known as the Oxford comma). CMOS 17th
Edition strongly advocates for its use in a series of three or more items.
Omitting it when it's needed can create ambiguity, for example, in sentences
like "I'd like to thank my parents, Ayn Rand and God." With the serial comma,
the meaning is clear: "I'd like to thank my parents, Ayn Rand, and God."



Conversely, overusing commas, such as in long introductory phrases or between
a subject and its verb, can fragment sentences and disrupt the flow. Another
common error is the comma splice, where two independent clauses are joined
only by a comma. This is a fundamental grammatical error that CMOS strictly
prohibits.

Semicolons and Colons: Misunderstood but Essential

Semicolons and colons, while less frequently used than commas, are often
employed incorrectly. Semicolons are primarily used to join two closely
related independent clauses that could stand alone as sentences. Using a
semicolon where a period or a comma would suffice, or using it to connect
dependent clauses, is a common mistake. Colons, on the other hand, are used
to introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. A frequent error is using a
colon after a verb or preposition that logically completes the introductory
phrase, such as "The ingredients are: flour, sugar, and eggs." CMOS advises
against this; the colon should follow a complete independent clause. Another
error is using a colon to introduce a single item, which is typically
unnecessary.

Apostrophes: Possessives and Plurals Gone Wrong

Apostrophes are crucial for indicating possession and forming contractions.
The most prevalent errors involve possessives, particularly with singular
nouns ending in 's' (e.g., "James's" or "James'") and plural nouns. CMOS
prefers "James's" for singular nouns ending in 's' but acknowledges that
"James'" is also acceptable. For plural nouns ending in 's,' the possessive
is formed by adding an apostrophe only (e.g., "the students' papers"). Errors
also arise with its/it's confusion, where writers incorrectly use "it's" (a
contraction of "it is" or "it has") when they mean the possessive pronoun
"its," and vice versa. Furthermore, apostrophes should not be used to form
simple plurals of nouns or numbers, a common error in informal writing.

Grammar and Syntax Slip-ups in CMOS 17th
Edition

Beyond punctuation, grammatical structure and syntactical correctness are
vital for scholarly and professional writing. Deviations from standard
English grammar not only undermine the author's credibility but can also
obscure the intended meaning. CMOS 17th Edition provides clear guidance on a
range of grammatical issues, from subject-verb agreement to pronoun
reference, and adhering to these rules ensures a polished manuscript.



Subject-Verb Agreement: A Subtle Yet Significant
Issue

Ensuring that a verb agrees in number with its subject is a fundamental
aspect of grammar. Errors often occur when the subject is separated from the
verb by intervening phrases or clauses, making it difficult to identify the
true subject. For instance, in the sentence "The committee, after much
deliberation, decide to postpone the vote," the subject is "committee"
(singular), so the verb should be "decides." Compound subjects joined by
"and" are plural, while those joined by "or" or "nor" require the verb to
agree with the noun closest to it. Collective nouns (e.g., team, group,
government) can also pose challenges, as they can be treated as singular or
plural depending on whether they are acting as a unit or as individuals. CMOS
typically favors treating them as singular unless the context clearly
indicates otherwise.

Pronoun Agreement and Reference Clarity

Pronouns must agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns
they replace). A common error is a mismatch in number, such as "Each of the
students must submit their assignment." CMOS recommends "his or her
assignment" or restructuring the sentence to avoid the singular "their" if
strict adherence is required, though it acknowledges the growing acceptance
of singular "they" in certain contexts for inclusivity. Equally important is
clear pronoun reference. Ambiguous pronoun reference occurs when it's unclear
which noun a pronoun refers to, leading to confusion. For example, "John told
Michael that he needed to study." Who needs to study? The sentence should be
revised for clarity, perhaps by repeating the noun or rephrasing.

Misplaced Modifiers and Dangling Phrases

Modifiers are words or phrases that describe or qualify other words. When
misplaced, they can create awkward or nonsensical sentences. A misplaced
modifier is positioned incorrectly, leading to an unintended meaning. For
instance, "He only ate the cake" implies he ate nothing else, whereas "He ate
only the cake" means he ate the cake and nothing else. Dangling phrases are
introductory phrases that do not clearly and logically modify the subject of
the main clause. A classic example is "Walking down the street, the buildings
looked tall." Who is walking? CMOS advises ensuring that the subject of the
introductory phrase is also the subject of the main clause, or restructuring
the sentence entirely.



Citation and Reference Errors in CMOS 17th
Edition

Accurate and consistent citation is non-negotiable in academic and scholarly
writing. CMOS 17th Edition offers two major systems: the notes-bibliography
system and the author-date system. Errors in either system can lead to
accusations of plagiarism, reduced credibility, and frustration for readers
attempting to locate sources. Meticulous attention to detail is required for
both in-text citations and the bibliography or reference list.

In-Text Citation Inconsistencies

Whether using the notes-bibliography or author-date system, consistency is
key. For the notes-bibliography system, errors often involve incorrect
numbering of notes, omitting essential bibliographic details in the notes
(especially for the first citation of a source), or using abbreviations
inconsistently. For the author-date system, common errors include missing
page numbers for direct quotations, incorrect formatting of author names and
dates, or discrepancies between the in-text citation and the corresponding
entry in the reference list. Ensuring every citation directly corresponds to
an entry, and vice versa, is crucial.

Bibliography and Reference List Formatting

The bibliography or reference list is a critical component of any scholarly
work. Errors here are frequently due to inconsistent formatting of entries.
This includes incorrect ordering of bibliographic elements (author, title,
publication date, publisher, etc.), improper capitalization of titles (title
case vs. sentence case), incorrect use of italics for titles of books and
journals, and inconsistent formatting of publication details (e.g., city of
publication, edition information). CMOS provides specific rules for various
source types (books, journal articles, websites, etc.), and deviating from
these precise formats is a common oversight. For instance, the placement of
the publication year can differ significantly between systems and source
types.

Handling Different Source Types Correctly

The complexity of modern research means writers often cite a wide array of
source types. Errors frequently arise when applying general citation rules to
specialized formats. For example, citing online articles, citing works with
multiple authors, citing unpublished manuscripts, or citing multimedia



content each have unique requirements. Many writers fail to consult the
specific sections of CMOS 17th Edition dedicated to these diverse formats,
leading to inconsistencies or omissions. Paying close attention to the
nuances of citing electronic resources, including DOIs and URLs, and the
correct way to represent edited collections or anthology chapters are areas
where errors are common.

Formatting and Style Inconsistencies in CMOS
17th Edition

Beyond grammar and citations, CMOS 17th Edition provides a comprehensive
style guide for the physical presentation of text, ensuring consistency and
readability. Inconsistencies in these formatting elements can detract from
the professional appearance of a document, even if the content is sound.
Adhering to CMOS standards for headings, capitalization, numbers, and
manuscript preparation is essential for a polished final product.

Heading Levels and Formatting

The hierarchical structure of headings is crucial for organizing information
and guiding the reader. CMOS 17th Edition offers recommendations for
formatting different levels of headings, including the use of boldface,
italics, capitalization, and placement. Common errors include inconsistent
application of these styles across different levels, incorrect capitalization
(e.g., using sentence case when title case is required for a particular
level), or using too many or too few heading levels, which can disrupt the
logical flow of the text. Ensuring a clear visual hierarchy is key.

Capitalization Rules: Titles, Proper Nouns, and More

CMOS 17th Edition has specific rules for capitalization, particularly
concerning titles of works, proper nouns, and words that begin sentences.
While many writers are familiar with capitalizing proper nouns, errors can
arise with compound proper nouns or when deciding whether to capitalize terms
that are not strictly proper nouns but are used in a specific context (e.g.,
naming periods or historical events). Title capitalization is another area of
frequent error; CMOS generally prefers title case for main titles and
subtitles of works but has specific rules for elements within titles.
Inconsistent application of these rules, or applying general capitalization
rules where CMOS has a more specific directive, is a common oversight.



Number Formatting and Representation

The way numbers are presented in text can significantly impact readability.
CMOS 17th Edition generally recommends spelling out numbers one through ten
and using numerals for numbers 11 and above. However, there are many
exceptions, such as when numbers begin a sentence, when dealing with large
round numbers, or when units of measurement are involved. Common errors
include inconsistency in applying this rule, such as using numerals for small
numbers in a series where others are spelled out, or failing to follow
specific guidelines for representing percentages, dates, times, or money. The
correct use of hyphens in compound numbers and number phrases is also a
frequent point of confusion.

Manuscript Preparation Standards

Even before the content is finalized, the manuscript itself needs to adhere
to certain preparation standards. CMOS 17th Edition provides guidance on
elements like the title page, abstract, tables, figures, and appendices.
Errors can occur in the formatting of these supplementary materials, such as
inconsistent labeling of tables and figures, incorrect placement of captions,
or improper formatting of bibliographic information within appendices.
Ensuring that the manuscript is organized logically and presented in a clean,
professional manner according to CMOS guidelines is vital for submission to
publishers or academic institutions.

Specialized Word Usage and Clarity in CMOS 17th
Edition

Beyond the mechanics of punctuation, grammar, and formatting, CMOS 17th
Edition also offers guidance on word choice, clarity, and the precise use of
language. Ensuring that your writing is not only grammatically correct but
also clear, concise, and free from jargon or ambiguity is crucial for
effective communication. Focusing on these aspects will further enhance the
professional quality of your work.

Avoiding Jargon and Ambiguity

While specialized fields naturally employ technical terms, the overuse or
misuse of jargon can alienate readers who are not specialists in that
particular area. CMOS encourages clarity and accessibility. Writers should
strive to define technical terms when necessary, use simpler language where
appropriate, and avoid unnecessarily complex sentence structures. Ambiguity



can also arise from vague language, imprecise word choice, or sentences that
have multiple possible interpretations. Regular self-editing with an eye
toward maximum clarity is essential. For instance, avoiding vague pronouns
and ensuring that all statements are verifiable and clearly articulated are
key to a robust manuscript.

Word Choice and Precision

The specific words chosen by an author have a profound impact on the message
conveyed. CMOS 17th Edition implicitly emphasizes the importance of precise
word choice. This means avoiding colloquialisms or informal language in
formal writing, selecting words that accurately reflect the intended meaning,
and being aware of commonly confused words (e.g., affect/effect, than/then,
ensure/insure). A thesaurus can be helpful, but it should be used judiciously
to ensure that the substituted word truly fits the context and nuance of the
original. Overreliance on elaborate vocabulary without a corresponding
increase in precision can lead to stilted or obscure prose.

Consistency in Terminology and Style

Maintaining consistency in terminology throughout a document is vital for
reader comprehension and authorial credibility. If a specific term is used to
refer to a concept, it should be used consistently. Switching between
synonyms arbitrarily can confuse the reader. This extends to stylistic
choices as well; for example, if you decide to italicize certain types of
terms, you must do so consistently. CMOS 17th Edition implicitly supports
this by providing detailed style rules; adhering to these rules for
capitalization, numbering, and other stylistic elements ensures a unified and
professional presentation. A style sheet can be an invaluable tool for
tracking these decisions throughout a long or complex project.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common punctuation error when
using the Chicago Manual of Style 17th edition?
A: The most common punctuation error is likely the misuse of commas,
particularly regarding the serial (Oxford) comma and comma splices. Many
writers struggle with when to use a comma in a series or how to correctly
join independent clauses.

Q: How does CMOS 17th edition handle the use of



singular "they"?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style 17th edition acknowledges the widespread use
of singular "they" as a gender-neutral pronoun and permits its use,
especially when avoiding awkward constructions like "he or she." However, it
also notes that in certain contexts, especially highly formal or academic
ones, traditional constructions might still be preferred by some publishers.

Q: What are the primary differences between the
notes-bibliography and author-date systems in CMOS?
A: The notes-bibliography system uses footnotes or endnotes for citations and
a bibliography at the end of the work. The author-date system uses in-text
citations consisting of the author's last name and year of publication, with
a reference list at the end containing full bibliographic details.

Q: Can you give an example of a misplaced modifier
error according to CMOS 17th edition?
A: An example of a misplaced modifier error is: "Covered in dust, I found the
old book." This implies that "I" am covered in dust. A corrected version
would be: "Covered in dust, the old book was found by me," or more simply, "I
found the old book, which was covered in dust."

Q: What is the general rule for spelling out numbers
in CMOS 17th edition?
A: Generally, CMOS 17th edition recommends spelling out numbers one through
ten and using numerals for numbers 11 and above. However, this rule has many
exceptions, especially when numbers begin sentences or when dealing with
units of measurement.

Q: How should titles be capitalized in CMOS 17th
edition?
A: For titles of books, articles, and other major works, CMOS 17th edition
generally prefers title case, meaning all major words are capitalized.
However, minor words like articles, prepositions, and conjunctions are
typically lowercased unless they are the first or last word of the title or
subtitle.

Q: What is a common error in formatting



bibliographies or reference lists under CMOS 17th
edition?
A: A common error is inconsistent formatting of bibliographic elements, such
as incorrect capitalization of titles, improper use of italics, or
inconsistent placement of publication dates and publisher information.
Adhering to the specific format for each source type is crucial.

Q: How does CMOS 17th edition advise on handling
collective nouns?
A: CMOS 17th edition generally treats collective nouns (like "committee" or
"team") as singular when they act as a single unit. However, it acknowledges
that they can be treated as plural when the focus is on the individual
members of the group. Consistency within a document is key.

Chicago Manual Of Style 17th Edition Errors To Avoid

Chicago Manual Of Style 17th Edition Errors To Avoid

Related Articles
chicago manual of style 17th edition sample citations
chicago manual author date template pdf
chicago manual for researchers

Back to Home

https://www.chem.study/textbooks-023/chicago-manual-of-style-17th-edition-errors-to-avoid.pdf
https://www.chem.study/textbooks-023/chicago-manual-of-style-17th-edition-sample-citations.pdf
https://www.chem.study/textbooks-023/chicago-manual-author-date-template-pdf.pdf
https://www.chem.study/textbooks-023/chicago-manual-for-researchers.pdf
https://www.chem.study

