
chicago manual spelling for writers

The Chicago Manual of Style: A Writer's Essential Guide to Spelling Conventions

chicago manual spelling for writers is a cornerstone of polished prose, providing a definitive framework

for consistency and clarity in written communication. This comprehensive guide delves into the

intricacies of the Chicago Manual of Style's (CMOS) approach to spelling, exploring its dual-dictionary

system, preferences for American English, and nuanced rules for specific word categories.

Understanding these conventions is not merely about adhering to a style guide; it's about mastering

the art of precise language that enhances readability and professionalism. This article will navigate the

essential aspects of CMOS spelling, from basic principles to specialized considerations, empowering

writers to make informed decisions and elevate their craft. We will examine the fundamental

differences in spelling choices, the impact of the chosen dictionary, and how to effectively apply these

rules to various writing contexts.
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Understanding the Chicago Manual of Style's Approach to



Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) approaches spelling with a commitment to clarity, consistency,

and adherence to established linguistic norms. Unlike some style guides that mandate a single

dictionary, CMOS acknowledges the fluidity of language and the existence of multiple reputable

sources. Its primary goal is to ensure that a writer's choices are defensible and contribute to a

professional, error-free text. This means that while CMOS provides guidelines, it also grants authors

and editors a degree of latitude, provided those choices are applied consistently throughout a

document.

At its core, CMOS spelling principles are rooted in the broader landscape of English usage, with a

particular emphasis on American English conventions. However, it's not rigidly prescriptive; rather, it

encourages careful consideration and informed decision-making. Writers are expected to understand

the rationale behind different spelling preferences and to apply them judiciously to maintain the

integrity of their work. This involves a deep understanding of not just what words to spell, but how to

spell them in a way that resonates with the intended audience and the publication's standards.

The Dual-Dictionary System: Merriam-Webster vs. Other

Sources

One of the most distinctive features of the Chicago Manual of Style's approach to spelling is its

recognition of a "dual-dictionary" system. While the primary authority for spelling is Merriam-Webster's

Collegiate Dictionary, Eleventh Edition (or its most recent successor), CMOS also allows for the

judicious use of other reputable dictionaries when Merriam-Webster might be insufficient or present an

alternative spelling that is equally valid.

This flexibility is crucial for writers working with specialized terminology or historical texts. For instance,

if a particular scientific field consistently uses a spelling that differs from Merriam-Webster, CMOS

would likely permit that usage, provided it is consistently applied and justifiable within the context of

the discipline. However, the default remains Merriam-Webster, and any deviation must be a conscious



and deliberate choice backed by clear reasoning or established practice within a specific domain.

The advantage of this system is that it prevents a rigid adherence that might stifle legitimate linguistic

variation. It empowers editors and writers to make informed decisions, recognizing that language

evolves and that sometimes, established usage in a niche field might supersede a general dictionary's

recommendation. It’s about finding the best fit for the content while maintaining a high standard of

accuracy.

American English Dominance: The Default for CMOS

The Chicago Manual of Style defaults to American English spelling. This means that unless a specific

context or authorial preference dictates otherwise, writers should adhere to American spelling

conventions. This includes preferences such as using "-or" instead of "-our" (e.g., color vs. colour), "-

ize" instead of "-ise" (e.g., organize vs. organise), and dropping the final "e" in certain participial forms

(e.g., judgment vs. judgement).

This preference for American English is a practical consideration for many writers and publishers,

particularly in the United States. It simplifies the editorial process by establishing a clear baseline.

However, CMOS is not dogmatic about this. For international publications or when dealing with authors

whose native language or established practice favors British English, a switch to British spelling

conventions is permissible and often advisable. The key is consistency; once a decision is made to

adopt British English, it must be maintained throughout the entire manuscript.

Understanding the distinction between American and British spelling is therefore essential. Writers

should be familiar with the common variations to ensure their text aligns with the chosen standard.

This includes a host of smaller differences, such as the spelling of words ending in "-ce" versus "-se"

(e.g., defense vs. defence) and variations in pluralization.

Specific Spelling Considerations: Hyphenation, Compound



Words, and More

Beyond individual word spellings, CMOS offers guidance on how words combine and interact,

particularly concerning hyphenation and compound words. This area can be a significant source of

ambiguity, and CMOS provides clear principles to navigate these complexities.

Compound Adjectives Before Nouns

When two or more words function as a single unit to modify a noun, they are typically hyphenated. For

example, "a well-known author" uses a hyphen because "well-known" acts as a single adjective

describing the author. However, if the modifier follows the noun, the hyphen is usually omitted: "The

author is well known."

Open vs. Closed Compounds

Distinguishing between open compounds (two words used together but not hyphenated, e.g., "high

school") and closed compounds (two words joined to form a single word, e.g., "high-rise") can be

challenging. CMOS often advises checking a dictionary for established usage. As words become more

common, open compounds can sometimes evolve into closed ones.

Proper Nouns and Brand Names

The spelling of proper nouns, including names of people, places, and organizations, is generally

dictated by the entities themselves. For brand names, it is crucial to use the exact spelling and

capitalization as provided by the company. If unsure, consulting the brand's official website or

marketing materials is recommended.



Foreign Words and Phrases

When incorporating foreign words or phrases, CMOS suggests italicizing them if they are not

considered commonly assimilated into English. The spelling should generally follow the original

language's conventions. If a word has an established English transliteration or spelling, that should be

used. For terms that are frequently used, such as "rendezvous" or "status quo," they are typically

treated as English words and spelled accordingly.

Navigating Tricky Spellings: Common Pitfalls and Solutions

Writers frequently encounter words that are easily misspelled due to similar sounds, silent letters, or

confusing letter combinations. The Chicago Manual of Style, by recommending consistent dictionary

use, provides a solid foundation for avoiding these common pitfalls.

Homophones and Near-Homophones

Words that sound alike but have different spellings and meanings, such as "their," "there," and

"they're," or "to," "too," and "two," are perennial challenges. CMOS emphasizes careful proofreading

and a thorough understanding of context to ensure the correct word is used. Relying on spell-checkers

alone is insufficient, as they cannot discern semantic accuracy.

Words with Silent Letters

Many English words contain silent letters that can lead to spelling errors. Examples include the "k" in

"know," the "gh" in "light," and the "p" in "psychology." Memorization and consistent practice, aided by

reference to a reliable dictionary, are the best strategies for mastering these spellings.



Suffixes and Prefixes

Adding suffixes and prefixes to root words can sometimes alter the spelling of the root. CMOS

provides guidelines for these situations, such as dropping a final "e" when adding a suffix beginning

with a vowel (e.g., "love" + "able" = "lovable") or doubling a final consonant when adding a suffix to a

stressed syllable ending in a single vowel and consonant (e.g., "run" + "ing" = "running").

Using a Thesaurus Wisely

While a thesaurus is invaluable for expanding vocabulary, it can also be a source of spelling errors if

the user is unfamiliar with the nuances of the suggested synonyms. Always verify the spelling of a new

word encountered in a thesaurus before incorporating it into your writing.

The Role of Context in Spelling Choices

While the Chicago Manual of Style provides concrete rules and recommendations, the ultimate context

of the writing often dictates the most appropriate spelling choices. For instance, a historical novel might

require spellings that reflect the period in which it is set, even if those spellings are no longer standard.

Similarly, a scientific paper will prioritize the accepted terminology within that specific discipline.

The overarching principle is consistency within the chosen framework. If an author or editor decides to

deviate from the default American English spelling for a particular reason, that deviation must be

applied uniformly throughout the document. This ensures that the reader is not distracted by an

inconsistent application of spelling rules, which can undermine the credibility of the text.

CMOS also acknowledges that language is dynamic. Spellings that were once considered incorrect

may become widely accepted over time. Therefore, it's essential for writers to stay abreast of linguistic

trends and to be willing to adapt their understanding of correct spelling as language evolves, always

prioritizing clarity and established usage within their field.



Implementing Chicago Manual Spelling in Your Writing

Workflow

Integrating the Chicago Manual of Style's spelling conventions into your writing workflow requires a

proactive approach. It begins with familiarizing yourself with the core principles outlined in the Manual

and developing a habit of consulting reliable resources.

Start by making Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary (or its latest edition) readily accessible.

Whether it's a physical copy or an online subscription, have it at your fingertips while you write and

edit. When you encounter a word you're unsure about, or when making a conscious spelling decision,

turn to the dictionary. Pay attention not just to the primary spelling but also to any noted alternative

spellings and their contexts.

Develop a personal glossary or a style sheet for your projects, especially if you frequently work on

specialized topics. This can be a simple document where you record tricky words and the spelling

choices you've made, along with the rationale behind them. This practice is invaluable for maintaining

consistency across longer works or a series of related articles.

During the editing process, dedicate a specific pass to spelling and word choice. Don't rely solely on

automated spell-checkers, as they often miss context-specific errors. Read your work aloud; this can

help you catch awkward phrasing and incorrect homophones that your eyes might otherwise skim

over.

Finally, if you are working with a publisher or editor, always clarify their specific style preferences.

While CMOS is widely respected, individual publishers may have their own house style variations or

preferred dictionaries. Understanding these nuances upfront will save time and ensure your manuscript

meets their expectations.

Resources for Mastering Chicago Manual Spelling

Mastering the spelling conventions of the Chicago Manual of Style is an ongoing process that benefits



greatly from readily available resources. Beyond the Manual itself, several tools and references can

significantly aid writers in achieving accuracy and consistency.

The Chicago Manual of Style Online: This is the most authoritative and up-to-date resource. It

allows for easy searching of specific rules and provides a comprehensive overview of all editorial

matters, including spelling.

Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary: As the primary dictionary recommended by CMOS, this

resource is indispensable for verifying spellings, understanding word origins, and identifying

preferred forms.

Online Dictionaries: Reputable online dictionaries, such as Merriam-Webster.com,

Dictionary.com, and OxfordLearnersDictionaries.com (for British English variants), can provide

quick checks. However, always cross-reference with CMOS guidelines when in doubt.

Specialized Glossaries: For writers in technical, scientific, or academic fields, seeking out

discipline-specific glossaries can be beneficial. These often reflect the accepted spelling

conventions within those particular areas of study.

Writing and Editing Workshops/Courses: Engaging with professional development opportunities

focused on editing and style can provide valuable insights and direct feedback on your spelling

and stylistic choices.

Consistent application of these resources, coupled with diligent proofreading, will empower writers to

confidently navigate the complexities of Chicago manual spelling for writers, ensuring their work is

polished, professional, and impactful.

FAQ



Q: What is the primary dictionary recommended by The Chicago

Manual of Style for spelling?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style primarily recommends Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary,

Eleventh Edition (or its most recent successor), as its authoritative source for spelling in American

English.

Q: Does The Chicago Manual of Style strictly enforce American English

spelling?

A: While CMOS defaults to American English spelling, it acknowledges that British English is

acceptable for certain publications or authorial preferences. The key is consistency; once a decision is

made to use British English, it must be maintained throughout the entire document.

Q: How does CMOS handle spelling variations between American and

British English?

A: CMOS recognizes common variations and expects writers to choose one standard and adhere to it.

It provides guidance on common differences, such as the "-or/-our" and "-ize/-ise" endings.

Q: When should writers hyphenate compound words according to

CMOS?

A: CMOS advises hyphenating compound modifiers when they precede the noun they modify and act

as a single unit (e.g., "a well-written essay"). However, if the modifier follows the noun, the hyphen is

usually omitted (e.g., "The essay was well written"). Always consult the Manual or a dictionary for

specific cases.



Q: What is the dual-dictionary system in The Chicago Manual of Style?

A: The dual-dictionary system means that while Merriam-Webster is the primary authority, CMOS

permits the use of other reputable dictionaries when Merriam-Webster may be insufficient or when an

alternative spelling is widely accepted within a specific field or context.

Q: How does CMOS address the spelling of foreign words and phrases?

A: CMOS suggests italicizing foreign words that are not yet considered commonly assimilated into

English. The spelling should generally follow the original language's conventions, unless an established

English transliteration or spelling exists.

Q: Are there specific rules for adding suffixes or prefixes that affect

spelling?

A: Yes, CMOS provides rules for modifying root words when adding suffixes. Common examples

include dropping a final "e" before a vowel suffix (e.g., "argue" + "-ment" = "argument") and doubling a

final consonant when adding a vowel suffix to a stressed syllable (e.g., "refer" + "-ed" = "referred").

Q: What is the best way to ensure consistent spelling in a long

manuscript?

A: To ensure consistent spelling in a long manuscript, maintain a style sheet or personal glossary to

record specific word spellings and their rationales. Additionally, perform dedicated proofreading passes

specifically for spelling, in addition to using automated spell-checkers.

Q: Does The Chicago Manual of Style recommend a specific approach



for hyphenating numbers?

A: CMOS provides guidelines for spelling out numbers versus using numerals. Generally, numbers one

through nine are spelled out, while higher numbers are given as numerals. Compound numbers from

twenty-one to ninety-nine are hyphenated when spelled out (e.g., "twenty-five").
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