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Chicago Manual of Style Common Quoting Mistakes: A Comprehensive Guide

Chicago manual of style common quoting mistakes are a frequent hurdle for writers,
researchers, and academics aiming for precision and adherence to academic integrity.
Navigating the intricacies of quoting within the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) requires a
meticulous approach, as even minor deviations can impact clarity, credibility, and proper
attribution. This guide delves into the most prevalent errors encountered when
incorporating direct and indirect quotations, focusing on how to avoid them to ensure
polished and authoritative writing. Understanding these common pitfalls, from punctuation
missteps to incorrect citation formats, is crucial for anyone seeking to master CMOS
quoting conventions. We will explore issues related to ellipses, brackets, quotation mark
usage, and the correct integration of source material, offering clear solutions and best
practices.
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Understanding Direct Quotations

Direct quotations involve reproducing the exact wording from a source. The Chicago Manual
of Style emphasizes that when using direct quotes, fidelity to the original text is paramount.
This means that any deviation from the original wording, unless explicitly noted using
editorial marks, is considered an error. Writers must be diligent in transcribing the source
material accurately. The purpose of a direct quote is to provide specific evidence or to
preserve the unique voice of the original author. Therefore, any alteration without clear
indication can lead to misrepresentation of the original source's intent or meaning.



When incorporating a direct quotation, writers must ensure it flows seamlessly within their
own prose. This often involves providing context for the quote and explaining its relevance
to the argument being made. Over-reliance on direct quotes can weaken a paper; they
should be used strategically to support specific points rather than to fill space. The goal is
to weave the quoted material into your own narrative, making it an integral part of your
discussion.

Common Punctuation Errors with Quotation Marks

One of the most frequent sources of error in quoting under CMOS is the incorrect placement
and usage of punctuation with quotation marks. Chicago generally follows a style where
periods and commas are placed outside the closing quotation mark, a departure from some
other style guides. This distinction is crucial for maintaining consistency and adhering to
CMOS standards. For example, if a sentence ends with a quotation, the period should follow
the closing quotation mark: "This is the end of the quote."

Other punctuation marks, such as question marks and exclamation points, are treated
differently. If the quoted material itself ends with a question mark or exclamation point,
that punctuation mark should remain inside the closing quotation mark: "Are you sure?" If
the sentence as a whole is a question but the quote within it is a statement, the question
mark belongs outside: Did she really say, "I am leaving"? Semicolons and colons, however,
are almost always placed outside the closing quotation mark, regardless of whether they
are part of the quote: He claimed to be the leader; in reality, he was a fraud.

Misuse of Ellipses

Ellipses, indicated by three periods ( . . . ), are used to show that words have been omitted
from a quotation. A common mistake is the improper formatting of these ellipses,
particularly concerning spacing. CMOS specifies that an ellipsis should be spaced as follows:
. . . , with a space before, between, and after each period. This ensures clarity and
distinguishes it from other punctuation.

Another frequent error is the omission of words that are crucial to the original meaning of
the quote. While ellipses are for omitting extraneous words, they should never be used to
distort the author's original intent. If omitting a word or phrase changes the grammatical
structure of the surrounding sentence in your own writing, you may need to use brackets
(discussed next) to clarify or adjust. Additionally, an ellipsis is used to indicate an omission
at the beginning or end of a quotation if necessary for smooth integration, though CMOS
often favors integrating quotes without such omissions where possible.

Incorrect Use of Brackets

Brackets ([ ]) serve as editorial tools within quotations. They are used to insert clarifying



words or phrases, to change capitalization, or to indicate deliberate errors in the original
text (e.g., [sic]). A prevalent mistake is the overuse or misapplication of brackets. For
instance, using brackets to alter the meaning of a quote is strictly forbidden.

Common uses of brackets include clarifying pronouns or ambiguous references: "She said
she would attend [the conference]." They are also used to change the case of a letter to fit
the grammar of the surrounding sentence: "[T]he project was a success." Another essential
use is to correct or draw attention to a misspelling or grammatical error in the original
source by inserting [sic], meaning "thus" or "so": The author wrote, "Their going to the
store." [sic]

Errors in Integrating Block Quotations

Block quotations, also known as displayed quotations, are used for longer passages
(typically more than four or five lines of prose, or more than three lines of verse). These are
set off from the main text by indenting them, and they do not use quotation marks. A
frequent error is the incorrect indentation or the inclusion of quotation marks around a
block quote. The opening quotation mark for a block quote should not be used unless it is
the beginning of a sentence in the original text and that sentence is the very first part of
the block quote.

The citation for a block quotation also has specific rules. It usually follows the block quote
and is placed after the final punctuation mark of the quoted material. Incorrect placement
of the citation, either before the quote, within it, or using the wrong format, is a common
mistake. Writers must ensure the citation method (notes or parenthetical) is consistent
throughout the work and adheres strictly to CMOS guidelines.

Paraphrasing and Indirect Quotations

While direct quotes capture original wording, paraphrasing involves restating a source's
ideas or information in your own words. Indirect quotations, often referred to as reported
speech, also convey the essence of what was said or written without using the exact
language. A significant mistake in this area is failing to cite paraphrased material. Even
though the words are your own, the ideas and information originate from another source
and must be attributed.

Another pitfall is paraphrasing too closely to the original text. This can lead to unintentional
plagiarism, where the structure and wording are too similar to the source, even if a few
words are changed. Effective paraphrasing requires a deep understanding of the source
material, allowing you to synthesize and rephrase the information comprehensively in your
own voice. When paraphrasing, ensure you convey the same meaning as the original, but
do so with distinct sentence structures and vocabulary.



Citation and Attribution Mistakes

Inaccurate or inconsistent citation is one of the most serious quoting mistakes and a
primary reason for academic integrity issues. CMOS offers two main systems: notes and
bibliography, and author-date. Whichever system is chosen, it must be applied consistently
throughout the entire document.

Common citation errors include:

Incorrect formatting of bibliographic entries.

Missing essential bibliographic information (author, title, publication date, page
numbers, etc.).

Inconsistent use of punctuation within citations.

Incorrect placement or omission of page numbers for specific quotations.

Failure to cite indirect quotations or paraphrased material.

Confusing the two main CMOS citation systems (notes vs. author-date).

Each element in a citation—whether in a note or a bibliography—has a prescribed order and
punctuation. For instance, the title of a book is italicized, while the title of an article is
placed in quotation marks. Page numbers for direct quotes must be specific.

Proofreading for Quoting Errors

Even experienced writers can overlook quoting mistakes. Thorough proofreading is an
indispensable step in the writing process. This involves a dedicated review of all quoted
material and their corresponding citations. It is often beneficial to read through your work
specifically looking for quoting errors, rather than trying to catch them while also focusing
on content and flow.

A systematic approach to proofreading for quoting errors can be highly effective. First,
check every direct quotation against its original source for exact accuracy. Next, verify the
correct use of quotation marks and all associated punctuation. Ensure that ellipses are
correctly formatted and that brackets are used appropriately for editorial insertions. Finally,
meticulously examine every citation, cross-referencing it with your notes or bibliography to
confirm accuracy and consistency according to the chosen CMOS system.

The rigorous application of CMOS guidelines for quoting not only enhances the academic
rigor of your work but also demonstrates a profound respect for the sources you consult. By
understanding and actively avoiding these common quoting mistakes, writers can ensure
their arguments are supported by accurately represented evidence, leading to more



persuasive and credible scholarly contributions.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common punctuation error when
using quotation marks in Chicago style?
A: The most common punctuation error is incorrectly placing commas and periods relative
to the closing quotation mark. Chicago style dictates that periods and commas generally go
outside the closing quotation mark, unlike some other styles.

Q: How should I indicate omitted words in a direct
quote according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: You should use an ellipsis (three periods with spaces between them: . . . ) to indicate
omitted words. Ensure the spacing is correct and that the omission does not distort the
original meaning of the quote.

Q: When should I use brackets within a quotation in
CMOS?
A: Brackets are used to add clarifying words or phrases to a quotation that are not in the
original text, to change capitalization for grammatical flow, or to indicate a deliberate error
with [sic].

Q: Am I required to use quotation marks for
paraphrased material in Chicago style?
A: No, you do not use quotation marks for paraphrased material. However, you are still
required to provide a citation for the source of the ideas or information, even though you
are using your own words.

Q: What is the difference between a block quotation
and a regular quotation in Chicago style?
A: A block quotation is used for longer passages (usually over four or five lines of prose)
and is set off from the main text by indenting it. It does not use quotation marks. Regular
quotations are shorter passages that are integrated into the text and enclosed in quotation
marks.



Q: Can I change the wording of a direct quote if it
doesn't quite fit my sentence grammatically in Chicago
style?
A: Yes, but you must indicate your changes using brackets. For example, you might change
a pronoun or the tense of a verb, enclosing your alteration in brackets: "She [the professor]
announced the deadline."

Q: What are the two main citation systems
recommended by the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The two main systems are the notes and bibliography system and the author-date
system. Writers must choose one and use it consistently throughout their work.

Q: Is it acceptable to omit an ellipsis at the beginning
or end of a quote if it's not necessary for
understanding?
A: While CMOS allows for omissions at the beginning or end of a quote (indicated by an
ellipsis) for smoother integration, it often favors integrating quotes naturally without
unnecessary ellipses when possible.

Q: What is the consequence of failing to cite a direct
quote or paraphrase in Chicago style?
A: Failing to cite any borrowed material, whether a direct quote or a paraphrase, is
considered plagiarism, a serious academic offense that can have severe consequences.
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