
chicago manual style for copyeditors

chicago manual style for copyeditors is an indispensable guide for anyone
tasked with ensuring clarity, consistency, and accuracy in written work. This
comprehensive manual, often referred to as the "Chicago Manual," provides a
standardized approach to grammar, punctuation, citation, and overall
manuscript preparation. For copyeditors, mastering its principles is not just
about following rules; it's about enhancing the reader's experience and the
author's credibility. This article delves into the core elements of the
Chicago Manual of Style as they specifically apply to the critical role of
copyediting, covering everything from fundamental mechanics to more complex
stylistic choices. We will explore its application in various contexts,
offering practical insights for copyeditors aiming for excellence.
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Understanding the Role of a Copyeditor in
Chicago Style

The copyeditor is the gatekeeper of quality in written communication, and for
many publishing houses, academic institutions, and professional
organizations, the Chicago Manual of Style is their guiding document. A
copyeditor's primary responsibility is to polish a manuscript to make it
clear, correct, and consistent, ensuring it adheres to established standards.
This involves meticulously reviewing text for errors in grammar, spelling,
punctuation, and syntax, but it extends far beyond mere error detection.

When working with the Chicago Manual, a copyeditor must possess a deep
understanding of its nuances. This includes applying its rules consistently
across an entire document, making informed decisions when the manual offers
flexibility, and understanding the intent behind its guidelines. The goal is
to present the author's ideas in the most effective and accessible way
possible, removing any obstacles to comprehension. A skilled copyeditor using
Chicago style can elevate a piece of writing from merely adequate to
exceptionally professional and polished.

Core Principles of Chicago Manual Style

The Chicago Manual of Style is renowned for its comprehensiveness and its
emphasis on clarity and readability. At its heart, the manual advocates for a
logical and straightforward approach to language. It aims to provide clear
guidelines that can be applied consistently, reducing ambiguity for both
writers and readers.



One of the foundational principles is consistency. Whatever choices are made
regarding style (e.g., the treatment of compound words, the use of serial
commas), they must be applied uniformly throughout the text. The Chicago
Manual also prioritizes common usage and clarity over overly prescriptive or
archaic rules, though it does offer guidance for historical and specialized
contexts. For copyeditors, understanding the philosophy behind the rules is
as crucial as memorizing the rules themselves, allowing for intelligent
application rather than rote adherence.

Grammar and Usage

Grammar and usage form the bedrock of clear communication, and the Chicago
Manual offers detailed guidance on a vast array of topics. This includes
subject-verb agreement, pronoun agreement, verb tenses, and the proper use of
modifiers. Copyeditors must be adept at identifying and correcting common
grammatical errors that can disrupt the flow of text and confuse the reader.

The manual often provides explanations for its recommendations, allowing
copyeditors to understand the reasoning behind specific grammatical
conventions. This knowledge empowers copyeditors to make informed decisions,
especially in cases where stylistic variations exist. For instance, the
Chicago Manual generally prefers a descriptive rather than prescriptive
approach to language, acknowledging that language evolves.

Punctuation and Syntax

Punctuation serves as the traffic control for prose, guiding the reader
through sentences and clauses. The Chicago Manual of Style provides
authoritative recommendations on the use of commas, semicolons, colons,
apostrophes, quotation marks, and other punctuation marks. Correct
punctuation is essential for sentence clarity and for conveying intended
meaning accurately.

Syntax, the arrangement of words and phrases to create well-formed sentences,
is also a key concern. Copyeditors using Chicago style will look for awkward
phrasing, run-on sentences, and sentence fragments. They will work to ensure
that sentences are structured logically and effectively convey the author's
message without causing the reader to stumble. This often involves
restructuring sentences for better flow and conciseness.

Punctuation and Grammar in Chicago Style

Punctuation is one of the most visible and critical aspects of copyediting,
and the Chicago Manual of Style offers detailed and often nuanced guidance on
its application. For copyeditors, a thorough understanding of these rules is
non-negotiable. This section will explore key punctuation and grammar points
frequently encountered in Chicago-style copyediting.

Commas

The Chicago Manual of Style generally advises a generous use of commas to
ensure clarity. This includes the much-discussed serial comma (also known as



the Oxford comma), which is standard practice in Chicago style. The serial
comma is used before the final item in a list of three or more items, e.g.,
"apples, oranges, and bananas." Its use helps to prevent ambiguity,
especially in complex lists.

Beyond the serial comma, Chicago style provides specific guidelines for using
commas to separate independent clauses joined by a conjunction, to set off
introductory phrases and clauses, to enclose parenthetical elements, and to
mark direct address. Copyeditors must also be aware of situations where
commas should not be used, such as separating a subject from its verb or a
verb from its object.

Semicolons and Colons

Semicolons are primarily used to connect two closely related independent
clauses that could stand alone as separate sentences. The Chicago Manual
encourages their use for stylistic variety and to show a strong logical
connection between two ideas. For example: "The experiment was a success; the
results exceeded all expectations."

Colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, or quotations. They can
also be used to separate titles from subtitles and to indicate ratios.
Copyeditors must ensure that a colon is preceded by an independent clause
when introducing a list or explanation, although there are exceptions. The
manual provides clear examples for distinguishing between the appropriate
uses of semicolons and colons.

Apostrophes and Possessives

Apostrophes are crucial for indicating possession and forming contractions.
The Chicago Manual of Style offers precise rules for forming possessives,
including for singular and plural nouns, and for proper nouns ending in s or
z. For example, "Charles's book" or "the Joneses' house."

Copyeditors also need to be vigilant about the correct use of its
(possessive) versus it's (contraction of "it is" or "it has"). The manual
provides clear guidance on these and other common apostrophe errors,
emphasizing the importance of accuracy in conveying ownership and grammatical
correctness.

Verb Tense and Agreement

Maintaining consistent and appropriate verb tense is fundamental to narrative
flow and logical coherence. Copyeditors check for shifts in tense that are
not intentional or justified by the context. For example, a story told in the
past tense should generally remain in the past tense unless there is a
deliberate reason to switch to the present for emphasis or immediacy.

Subject-verb agreement is another critical area. The Chicago Manual provides
detailed rules for ensuring that verbs agree in number with their subjects,
even when the subject is complex or separated from the verb by other words.
Copyeditors must be adept at identifying these potential pitfalls and
correcting them to maintain grammatical soundness.



Numbers and Dates According to Chicago Style

The treatment of numbers and dates can vary significantly between style
guides, making adherence to Chicago Manual principles essential for
consistency. Copyeditors must understand how Chicago style dictates the
spelling out or numeration of figures, as well as the formatting of dates and
times.

Spelling Out vs. Numerals

The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends spelling out numbers from
one to one hundred. Numbers 101 and above are typically written as numerals.
However, exceptions abound. For instance, numbers are usually expressed as
numerals when they represent statistical data, measurements, or are part of a
series where some numbers are above one hundred. Percentages and temperatures
are also typically rendered as numerals.

Copyeditors need to be mindful of context. For instance, if a document
consistently deals with large quantities, the threshold for spelling out
numbers might be adjusted for consistency. The Chicago Manual also provides
guidance on ordinal numbers (first, second, third) and fractions, advising on
when to spell them out and when to use numerals.

Formatting Dates and Times

Chicago style offers clear formats for dates and times. For dates, the
standard format is month day, year (e.g., October 26, 2023). When the day is
omitted, the comma is also omitted (e.g., October 2023). This format is used
in most narrative contexts.

For times, Chicago style generally prefers lowercase letters with periods for
a.m. and p.m. (e.g., 9:30 a.m.). Military time or twenty-four-hour time is
also acceptable in certain contexts and is typically written without periods
or colons (e.g., 0930). Copyeditors must ensure consistency in how times and
dates are presented throughout a document.

Capitalization and Abbreviations

Capitalization and the use of abbreviations can significantly impact the
readability and professional appearance of a text. The Chicago Manual of
Style provides comprehensive guidelines to ensure consistency and clarity in
these areas.

Capitalization Rules

The general rule in Chicago style is to capitalize proper nouns, including
names of people, places, organizations, and specific events. However, the
manual also delves into more complex areas, such as the capitalization of
titles within a work (e.g., books, articles, plays) and the capitalization of
words in headings and subheadings. The "headline style" (capitalizing most
words) and "sentence style" (capitalizing only the first word and proper
nouns) are both discussed, with guidance on when each is appropriate.



Copyeditors must also be aware of the nuances of capitalizing common nouns
when they are used as part of a proper name (e.g., "the Mississippi River"
but "a river"). The Chicago Manual offers detailed lists and explanations for
many common scenarios, ensuring a standardized approach.

Abbreviations and Acronyms

Chicago style provides specific guidance on when to abbreviate and when to
spell out words. Generally, common abbreviations (e.g., Mr., Mrs., Dr.) are
used with names. For less common abbreviations, the manual recommends
spelling them out on first use, followed by the abbreviation in parentheses,
and then using the abbreviation thereafter. For example: "National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)."

The manual also addresses the formation and use of acronyms and initialisms,
providing rules for clarity and consistency. Copyeditors must ensure that
abbreviations are used correctly and that their meaning is clear to the
intended audience, especially in technical or specialized texts.

Citation and Referencing with Chicago Style

Accurate and consistent citation is paramount in academic and scholarly
writing. The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary systems for citation:
the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. Copyeditors must be
proficient in both to effectively manage references.

The Notes-Bibliography System

This system is commonly used in the humanities and relies on numbered
footnotes or endnotes to indicate sources. Each note corresponds to a
superscript number in the text. The bibliography at the end of the work lists
all sources cited in the notes. Copyeditors ensure that the numbering is
sequential, that notes accurately reflect the source material, and that both
the notes and the bibliography adhere to Chicago's strict formatting
guidelines for various types of sources (books, articles, websites, etc.).

The Chicago Manual provides extensive examples for constructing
bibliographical entries and notes, covering a wide range of publication types
and mediums. Copyeditors meticulously check these entries for accuracy in
author names, titles, publication dates, page numbers, and other essential
details.

The Author-Date System

Favored in the sciences and social sciences, the author-date system uses
parenthetical citations within the text, typically including the author's
last name and the year of publication (e.g., (Smith 2020)). A corresponding
reference list at the end of the work provides full details for each source.
Copyeditors ensure that the in-text citations match the reference list and
that both follow Chicago's specific formatting rules.



This system requires close attention to detail to ensure that every source
mentioned in the text is fully accounted for in the reference list and vice
versa. The Chicago Manual offers detailed instructions on how to format
parenthetical citations and reference list entries for a vast array of source
materials.

Handling Figures and Tables

Visual elements like figures and tables are crucial for conveying complex
information efficiently. The Chicago Manual of Style provides guidelines for
their labeling, numbering, and referencing within the text to ensure clarity
and consistency.

Numbering and Labeling

Figures (which include charts, graphs, maps, and illustrations) and tables
are typically numbered sequentially and separately. For example, "Figure 1,"
"Figure 2," and "Table 1," "Table 2." Each figure and table should have a
clear, descriptive title. Copyeditors ensure that these labels and titles are
applied correctly and consistently throughout the document.

The Chicago Manual also advises on the placement of these elements. Ideally,
figures and tables should appear as close as possible to their first mention
in the text. Copyeditors will ensure that the text refers to each figure and
table by its number (e.g., "as shown in Figure 1") to guide the reader.

Formatting and Referencing

Formatting of figures and tables can vary depending on the specific
publication and the nature of the data. However, Chicago style emphasizes
legibility and clarity. Copyeditors will check for consistent fonts,
appropriate spacing, and clear labeling of axes in charts and graphs. For
tables, they will ensure clear row and column headings and proper alignment
of data.

The referencing of figures and tables in the text is also important. When a
figure or table is discussed, the copyeditor ensures that it is clearly
identified by its number. Cross-referencing between elements, if necessary,
should also be handled according to Chicago style guidelines, ensuring all
visual information is accessible and understandable.

Electronic Media and Chicago Style

In today's digital age, copyeditors frequently encounter content intended for
online publication or referencing digital sources. The Chicago Manual of
Style has evolved to address these changes, providing guidance on citing
electronic media and maintaining style in digital formats.



Citing Online Sources

The Chicago Manual offers detailed instructions for citing a wide range of
online resources, including websites, blog posts, social media, and digital
articles. This often involves including URLs, access dates, and author or
publisher information. The goal is to provide enough information for a reader
to locate the source, even in its digital form.

Copyeditors must be adept at identifying the key components of online content
and formatting them correctly according to Chicago style. This can be
challenging as online content is constantly updated or may lack traditional
publication information. The manual's comprehensive examples are invaluable
in these situations.

Consistency in Digital Environments

Maintaining stylistic consistency is just as crucial in digital environments
as it is in print. This includes applying Chicago style rules for typography,
punctuation, and formatting in web pages, e-books, and other digital formats.
Copyeditors may also need to consider the user experience and ensure that
formatting choices enhance readability on screens.

The Chicago Manual's principles of clarity and consistency provide a robust
framework for copyediting digital content. By adhering to its guidelines,
copyeditors can ensure that digital publications are as polished and
professional as their print counterparts.

Style Sheets and Consistency

For any significant project, especially those involving multiple authors or a
large volume of text, the creation and diligent use of a style sheet is
paramount for copyeditors working with Chicago Manual of Style. A style sheet
is a living document that records all editorial decisions made for a
particular project, ensuring consistency across the entire work.

A comprehensive style sheet typically includes entries for:

Specific word choices (e.g., spelling preferences, hyphenation
decisions)

Capitalization rules for titles, headings, and specific terms

Treatment of numbers and dates

Abbreviation usage

Punctuation preferences beyond the basic rules

Handling of special characters or symbols

Citation style variations



The copyeditor uses the style sheet as a reference point throughout the
editing process. When an issue arises that is not explicitly covered by the
Chicago Manual of Style, or when a specific decision needs to be made to
ensure uniformity, it is recorded in the style sheet. This practice is
essential for maintaining a cohesive voice and style, particularly in larger
or collaborative projects. The Chicago Manual itself emphasizes the
importance of adaptability and the creation of project-specific guidelines
when necessary, making the style sheet an indispensable tool for the
professional copyeditor.

The practice of copyediting according to the Chicago Manual of Style is a
nuanced and detailed endeavor that requires a deep understanding of language
mechanics, stylistic conventions, and the specific requirements of a project.
By meticulously applying the principles outlined in the Chicago Manual,
copyeditors play a vital role in shaping clear, accurate, and authoritative
written communication, ensuring that authors' messages are conveyed
effectively to their intended audiences.

Q: What are the primary differences between the
Chicago Manual of Style and AP Style?
A: The primary differences lie in their intended audiences and typical
applications. The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is predominantly used in
academic publishing, humanities, and book publishing, focusing on in-depth
research and comprehensive style rules. AP Style, on the other hand, is
favored by journalists and news organizations, prioritizing conciseness,
clarity, and consistency for a broad audience under tight deadlines. Key
distinctions include how numbers are handled (CMOS spells out most numbers up
to 100, while AP spells out numbers up to nine), the use of the serial comma
(CMOS uses it, AP generally does not), and capitalization rules for titles.

Q: How does a copyeditor determine when to use notes
versus in-text citations in Chicago style?
A: A copyeditor helps the author decide which Chicago style citation system
is most appropriate for their work. The notes-bibliography system, using
footnotes or endnotes, is common in the humanities and scholarly books where
detailed source attribution and commentary are beneficial. The author-date
system, with parenthetical citations in the text, is typically preferred in
the sciences and social sciences for its brevity and directness. The choice
often depends on the discipline, the publisher's preference, and the nature
of the research.

Q: What is the role of a style sheet when copyediting
with the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: A style sheet is a crucial tool for ensuring consistency when applying the
Chicago Manual of Style to a specific project. It acts as a record of all
editorial decisions made for that project, covering everything from specific
spelling choices and hyphenation to capitalization of certain terms and
preferred punctuation. This ensures that even when the Chicago Manual offers
flexibility, the copyeditor makes consistent choices throughout the document,
which is especially important for large or collaborative projects.



Q: How does the Chicago Manual of Style handle
possessives for names ending in "s"?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends adding an apostrophe and
an "s" to form the possessive of singular nouns, including proper names,
ending in "s." For example, "Charles's book" and "the Joneses' house" (for
the plural possessive of the Jones family). However, it notes that for
classical names ending in "s," "x," or "z" (like Moses or Socrates), only an
apostrophe may be added (e.g., "Moses' staff"). The key is consistency within
the document.

Q: What are the fundamental principles of Chicago
style regarding numbers?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style generally recommends spelling out whole
numbers from one to one hundred. Numbers 101 and above are typically rendered
as numerals. However, there are many exceptions. Numbers are usually
expressed as numerals when they represent statistical data, measurements,
percentages, temperatures, or when they are part of a series that includes
numbers over one hundred. Copyeditors must consult the manual for specific
guidelines based on context.

Q: How does Chicago style address the use of the
serial comma (Oxford comma)?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style strongly recommends the use of the serial
comma (or Oxford comma) before the final item in a list of three or more
items. For example, "apples, oranges, and bananas." This is done to enhance
clarity and prevent potential ambiguity. While some other style guides may
omit it, its inclusion is a hallmark of Chicago style and is generally
preferred for its precision.

Q: What is the Chicago Manual of Style's stance on
abbreviations?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style advises spelling out most words the first time
they appear in a text and providing the abbreviation in parentheses if it
will be used again. For commonly understood abbreviations, they can be used
without prior explanation. The manual offers extensive lists and guidelines
for specific categories of abbreviations, including titles, organizations,
and units of measurement, emphasizing clarity and consistency for the reader.

Q: How does a copyeditor ensure consistency in
capitalization with the Chicago Manual of Style?
A: The Chicago Manual of Style provides comprehensive guidelines for
capitalization. Copyeditors must understand the distinction between proper
nouns and common nouns, and how to capitalize them correctly. They also need
to follow the manual's rules for capitalizing words in titles of works,
headings, and subheadings, and for capitalizing specific terms within a given
context. Creating and using a style sheet is essential for maintaining
uniformity in these decisions throughout a project.
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