
chicago manual of style grammar best practices

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is a comprehensive guide that sets the standard for writing and
publishing in many fields. Mastering Chicago Manual of Style grammar best practices is essential for anyone
aiming for clarity, consistency, and professionalism in their written work. This article will delve into the core
principles and specific rules that define effective grammar according to the CMOS, covering everything from
punctuation and syntax to preferred usage and common pitfalls. Understanding these guidelines ensures that
your writing is not only grammatically sound but also adheres to a widely respected editorial standard.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Approach to
Grammar

The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to as CMOS, is more than just a set of rules; it represents a
philosophy of clear and effective communication. Its approach to grammar is rooted in precision, readability,
and consistency, aiming to eliminate ambiguity and enhance the reader's experience. Unlike some style guides that
might prioritize brevity or a specific linguistic style, CMOS offers a flexible yet authoritative framework that
can be adapted to a wide range of writing projects, from academic dissertations to trade books and journal
articles. At its core, CMOS grammar best practices encourage writers to think critically about how their
choices impact meaning and flow.

The manual provides detailed guidance on a vast array of grammatical issues, recognizing that language is
dynamic. However, it emphasizes establishing and adhering to a consistent style within a single document. This
means that while there might be multiple acceptable ways to punctuate a sentence or structure a phrase,
choosing one and applying it uniformly is paramount. The objective is to create a text that is polished,
professional, and easy to understand, free from distracting errors or stylistic inconsistencies.



Punctuation: Precision in Practice

Punctuation is a cornerstone of clear writing, and the Chicago Manual of Style offers meticulous guidance on
its proper application. Correct punctuation helps to delineate sentence structure, clarify relationships
between ideas, and guide the reader’s pace and comprehension. Deviations from standard punctuation can lead to
misinterpretations or a disjointed reading experience, undermining the author's message.

The Comma: A Closer Look

Commas are perhaps the most frequently used and often the most misused punctuation mark. CMOS provides
specific rules for their employment to ensure clarity. Key uses include separating items in a series, setting off
introductory clauses and phrases, and separating independent clauses joined by a coordinating conjunction. The
manual champions the serial comma (or Oxford comma) as a general best practice to prevent ambiguity in lists,
though it acknowledges circumstances where its omission might be acceptable for stylistic reasons or to avoid
awkward phrasing. For instance, in a list like "red, white and blue," the comma before "and" clarifies that "white
and blue" is not a single entity.

Another critical aspect of comma usage is setting off nonrestrictive clauses and phrases, which provide
additional, but not essential, information. Restrictive clauses, conversely, are essential to the meaning of the
sentence and are not set off by commas. Understanding this distinction is vital for accurate sentence
construction. For example, "The student, who studied diligently, passed the exam" implies that only one
student studied diligently and passed, whereas "The student who studied diligently passed the exam" suggests
that among several students, the one who studied diligently is the one who passed.

Semicolons and Colons: Structuring Complex Sentences

Semicolons serve to connect two closely related independent clauses that could stand alone as sentences.
This usage is particularly effective when the second clause elaborates on or contrasts with the first, offering
a more nuanced connection than a simple period. For example, "The research yielded unexpected results; further
investigation is warranted." Semicolons are also used to separate items in a complex series where those items
themselves contain commas.

Colons, on the other hand, are used to introduce lists, explanations, quotations, or elaborations. A colon
typically follows an independent clause and signals that what follows will clarify or expand upon that
clause. A common application is introducing a list: "The ingredients are as follows: flour, sugar, and eggs."
However, a colon should not follow a verb or preposition unless the clause preceding it is complete. For
example, one would not write "The ingredients include: flour, sugar, and eggs"; instead, it should be "The
ingredients include flour, sugar, and eggs" or "The ingredients include the following: flour, sugar, and eggs."

Apostrophes and Possessives

Apostrophes play a crucial role in indicating possession and forming contractions. For possessives, the general
rule is to add 's to singular nouns and plural nouns not ending in s. For plural nouns ending in s, add only an
apostrophe. CMOS also provides specific guidance for irregular plurals and proper nouns, such as "James's" or
"Jones's" for clarity, though "James'" is also sometimes acceptable. The manual strongly advises against using
apostrophes for simple plurals; "apple's" is incorrect for multiple apples; it should be "apples."

When it comes to contractions, CMOS generally discourages their use in formal writing, preferring the full
forms (e.g., "do not" instead of "don't," "it is" instead of "it's"). However, exceptions exist for informal



contexts or when quoting dialogue. The apostrophe in contractions indicates missing letters, as in "cannot"
becoming "can't." Careful attention to apostrophe placement ensures correct formation of possessives and
avoidance of common errors.

Quotation Marks and Italics

Quotation marks are used to enclose direct quotations, indicating that the words are taken verbatim from
another source. CMOS specifies the placement of punctuation with quotation marks. Periods and commas are
generally placed inside the closing quotation mark, while semicolons and colons are placed outside. Question
marks and exclamation points are placed inside if they are part of the quoted material and outside if they are
part of the surrounding sentence.

Italics are employed for a variety of purposes, including the titles of books, journals, and other creative
works, as well as foreign words or phrases that have not been fully assimilated into English. They are also
used for emphasis, though sparingly, and for the names of ships, aircraft, and some scientific terms.
Understanding the distinction between when to use quotation marks for shorter works (like articles or
chapters) and italics for longer works is a key Chicago Manual of Style grammar best practice.

Sentence Structure and Clarity

Effective sentence structure is fundamental to conveying ideas clearly and logically. The Chicago Manual of
Style emphasizes principles that enhance readability and prevent misinterpretation, ensuring that the
relationships between words and clauses are unambiguous.

Subject-Verb Agreement

Subject-verb agreement dictates that the verb in a sentence must agree in number with its subject. A singular
subject requires a singular verb, and a plural subject requires a plural verb. This can become complicated with
intervening phrases or compound subjects. For example, "The box of chocolates is on the table" uses a singular
verb "is" because the subject is "box," not "chocolates." Compound subjects joined by "and" usually take a
plural verb ("John and Mary are going"), while subjects joined by "or" or "nor" take a verb that agrees with the
nearest subject ("Neither the students nor the teacher is happy").

Pronoun Usage and Agreement

Pronouns must agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns they replace). Errors in pronoun
agreement can lead to confusion. For instance, if an antecedent is singular, the pronoun referring to it must
also be singular. "Each student must bring their own lunch" is a common construction that CMOS would
typically correct to "Each student must bring his or her own lunch" or, if gender neutrality is preferred, "All
students must bring their own lunches." The manual also provides guidance on the correct case of pronouns
(subjective, objective, possessive) and the proper use of relative pronouns like "who," "whom," "which," and
"that."

Avoiding Dangling and Misplaced Modifiers

Modifiers are words or phrases that describe or qualify other words. A misplaced modifier is placed



incorrectly, often creating unintended meanings. A dangling modifier, conversely, is a modifier that does not
logically connect to any word in the sentence. For example, "Walking down the street, the tall building
impressed me" is a dangling modifier because it sounds as if the building was walking down the street. The
corrected version would be "Walking down the street, I was impressed by the tall building." CMOS strongly
advocates for placing modifiers as close as possible to the words they modify to ensure clarity and prevent
awkward phrasing.

Word Choice and Usage

The precision of word choice is critical in any form of writing, and the Chicago Manual of Style offers guidance
on selecting the most appropriate and effective terms. This includes preferences for spelling, differentiating
commonly confused words, and making deliberate choices about sentence construction to enhance clarity.

Preferred Spellings and Dictionaries

The Chicago Manual of Style recommends using American English spelling as the default unless otherwise
specified. It relies on authoritative dictionaries, primarily Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary, as its
standard for spelling. This adherence to a recognized dictionary ensures uniformity in spelling throughout a
document. When encountering words with multiple acceptable spellings, CMOS suggests choosing one and using
it consistently.

Differentiating Commonly Confused Words

Many words sound alike or are spelled similarly but have distinct meanings. CMOS provides guidance on these
commonly confused words to help writers avoid errors. Examples include "affect" vs. "effect," "complement"
vs. "compliment," "ensure" vs. "insure," and "then" vs. "than." Understanding and correctly using these words
significantly enhances the precision and professionalism of one's writing.

Here are some common pairs that require careful attention:

Affect (verb) vs. Effect (noun or verb): The weather will affect our plans. The effect of the change was
significant.

Complement (noun or verb) vs. Compliment (noun or verb): The wine complements the meal. She received a
compliment.

Ensure (verb) vs. Insure (verb): Please ensure all lights are off. The policy will insure your home.

Than (conjunction) vs. Then (adverb): She is taller than he is. We went to the park, then to the movies.

Active vs. Passive Voice

The Chicago Manual of Style generally favors the active voice over the passive voice because it tends to be
more direct, concise, and engaging. In the active voice, the subject performs the action (e.g., "The author wrote
the book"). In the passive voice, the subject receives the action (e.g., "The book was written by the author").
While the passive voice has its place, particularly when the actor is unknown or unimportant, or when the
action itself is the focus, overuse can lead to wordy and less impactful prose.



Using the active voice makes it clear who or what is doing the action, which is often preferable for clarity and
directness. For instance, "The committee approved the proposal" is more direct than "The proposal was
approved by the committee." Writers are encouraged to use the active voice unless there is a specific reason to
employ the passive.

Numbers and Figures

The Chicago Manual of Style offers clear guidelines for when to spell out numbers and when to use numerals,
promoting consistency and readability. These rules are designed to prevent visual clutter and ensure that
numbers are presented in the most accessible way for the reader.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Generally, CMOS recommends spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred. This includes ordinal numbers
like "first," "second," and "third." For example, "There were twenty-five attendees" and "He finished in third
place." Numbers that begin a sentence are almost always spelled out, regardless of their magnitude, to avoid
awkward phrasing. For instance, "One hundred and fifty participants attended the workshop."

When to Use Numerals

Numerals are preferred for larger numbers (above one hundred), for units of measurement (e.g., 5 kg, 10 miles),
for percentages (e.g., 25%), for dates and times (e.g., July 4, 1776; 3:00 PM), and for statistics or technical
data where precision is critical. When a series includes both numbers that should be spelled out and numbers
that should be expressed as numerals, CMOS advises using numerals for all numbers in the series to maintain
consistency. For example, if a text discusses both "five apples" and "150 oranges," it might be best to write "5
apples and 150 oranges" for consistency.

Capitalization Standards

Capitalization rules, as outlined by CMOS, are crucial for distinguishing proper nouns and titles, thereby
enhancing clarity and adherence to established conventions.

Titles and Headings

When capitalizing titles of books, articles, and other creative works, CMOS follows "title case,"
capitalizing the first word, the last word, and all principal words (nouns, pronouns, verbs, adjectives,
adverbs, and some conjunctions). Articles, prepositions, and conjunctions with four or fewer letters are
generally not capitalized unless they are the first or last word. For headings within a document, CMOS offers
flexibility depending on the hierarchy and style of the publication, but consistency is key. For example, a main
heading might be capitalized more extensively than a subheading.

Proper Nouns and Specific Terms



Proper nouns, which refer to specific people, places, organizations, or things, are always capitalized. This
includes common nouns that have become part of a proper noun, such as "Mississippi River" or "United States of
America." CMOS also provides guidance on capitalizing terms in specific contexts, such as historical periods
(e.g., the Renaissance), formal titles when used with a name (e.g., President Biden), and specific scientific or
academic terms where capitalization denotes a specific classification.

The Importance of Consistency in CMOS Grammar

Perhaps the most significant takeaway from understanding Chicago Manual of Style grammar best practices is
the paramount importance of consistency. While the manual offers a wealth of specific rules and
recommendations, its overarching principle is that a writer or editor must choose a style and adhere to it
throughout a given work. Whether it’s the use of the serial comma, the preference for active voice, or the
method of presenting numbers, maintaining uniformity prevents distracting the reader and projects an image of
meticulousness and professionalism. Inconsistencies can undermine the credibility of the content and dilute the
author's message. Therefore, a thorough grasp of CMOS grammar, coupled with a commitment to consistent
application, is indispensable for producing high-quality, polished prose.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between the serial comma (Oxford comma)
and the lack of one, according to the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends the use of the serial comma (the comma before the final conjunction
in a list of three or more items) as a general best practice because it can prevent ambiguity and clarify the
intended meaning of the list.

Q: When does the Chicago Manual of Style suggest using the passive voice
instead of the active voice?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally favors the active voice for its directness but permits the passive
voice when the actor is unknown, unimportant, or when the action itself is the primary focus of the sentence.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style approach the use of
contractions in formal writing?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises against the use of contractions (like "don't" or "it's") in
formal writing, preferring the full forms (like "do not" or "it is") to maintain a more formal tone.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's recommendation for handling
numbers in a document, particularly when mixing small and large numbers?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style recommends spelling out numbers from zero through one hundred and using
numerals for numbers above one hundred. If a series contains both numbers that should be spelled out and
numbers that should be in numeral form, it advises using numerals for all for consistency.



Q: In terms of capitalization, what is the general approach of the Chicago
Manual of Style for titles of works?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally uses "title case" for titles of works, capitalizing the first word,
the last word, and all principal words. Shorter prepositions, articles, and conjunctions are typically
lowercase unless they are the first or last word.

Q: What dictionary does the Chicago Manual of Style typically reference
for spelling American English?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily references Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary as its standard
for American English spelling.

Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style advise on differentiating between
commonly confused words like "affect" and "effect"?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes the importance of understanding and correctly using commonly
confused words to ensure clarity. It would advise using "affect" as a verb meaning to influence, and "effect"
as a noun meaning a result, or less commonly, as a verb meaning to bring about.

Q: What is the core principle guiding the Chicago Manual of Style's
approach to punctuation?
A: The core principle is to use punctuation precisely to enhance clarity, guide the reader, and prevent ambiguity,
ensuring that the intended meaning of the text is effectively conveyed.
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