chicago manual style for developmental editors

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) is an indispensable resource for many professionals in the publishing
industry, and its application for developmental editors is particularly nuanced and critical. This
comprehensive guide will delve into the core principles and practical applications of the Chicago Manual of
Style as it pertains to developmental editing, ensuring clarity, consistency, and adherence to industry
standards. We will explore how CMOS informs manuscript structure, stylistic choices, and the editor's role
in shaping the author's voice and message. Understanding these elements is paramount for developmental
editors aiming to produce polished, publishable work. This article will cover everything from foundational
grammatical rules to more complex stylistic considerations relevant to the developmental editing process,

providing a detailed roadmap for effective application.
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The Crucial Role of Chicago Manual of Style for Developmental
Editors

Developmental editing is a foundational stage in the book creation process, focusing on the big picture: plot,
character, structure, pacing, and overall coherence. While the developmental editor's primary focus is on
content and narrative, a deep understanding of the Chicago Manual of Style is not merely helpful; it is
essential. CMOS provides the underlying framework for clarity, consistency, and professionalism that even
the earliest manuscript drafts benefit from. For a developmental editor, understanding CMOS is about
equipping them with the tools to identify potential issues that might arise later in the editorial process,

ensuring the manuscript is structurally sound and stylistically prepared for subsequent stages.

The Chicago Manual of Style, in its 17th edition, offers a comprehensive set of guidelines that govern
American English grammar, usage, punctuation, and style. For developmental editors, this means being
able to advise authors on best practices that will not only enhance readability but also adhere to established
publishing norms. It's about building a strong foundation for the manuscript. Even at the developmental
stage, where major revisions are the norm, pointing out inconsistencies in formatting or style can save

significant time and effort down the line. This proactive approach, informed by CMOS, positions the



developmental editor as a valuable partner in the author's journey towards publication.

Core Principles of CMOS for Developmental Editors

The fundamental principles of the Chicago Manual of Style revolve around clarity, conciseness, and
consistency. For a developmental editor, these principles translate into guiding authors to construct clear
narratives, use language precisely, and maintain a consistent voice and style throughout their work. This
involves looking beyond sentence-level corrections and considering how these principles impact the
overall flow and readability of the manuscript. A developmental editor might use CMOS as a benchmark to
assess whether the author's structural choices are supported by clear prose and logical progression of ideas,

all while respecting the author's unique voice.

Consistency is a cornerstone of effective editing, and CMOS provides the authoritative guidance to achieve
it. This applies to everything from the consistent use of terminology to the uniform presentation of
dialogue and narrative elements. A developmental editor, equipped with knowledge of CMOS, can identify
potential areas of inconsistency early on. For example, if an author is prone to varying the spelling of a
character's name or the way a specific concept is introduced, the developmental editor can flag this,
referencing the CMOS principles of uniformity. This attention to detail, rooted in established style guides,

ensures a more professional and polished final product.

Grammar and Usage Authority

While developmental editing is not primarily about line-editing grammar, a developmental editor must
have a solid grasp of grammatical principles as outlined by CMOS. This allows them to recognize when
grammatical issues might be hindering clarity or flow, or when they might signal deeper structural
problems. For instance, persistent subject-verb agreement errors or awkward sentence constructions could
indicate a lack of clarity in the author's thought process, which falls squarely within the developmental
editor's purview. Understanding CMOS ensures that feedback is not only constructive but also based on

universally accepted linguistic standards.

CMOS offers extensive guidance on a wide range of grammatical and usage issues, from pronoun
agreement to the proper use of modifiers. A developmental editor can leverage this knowledge to provide
nuanced feedback to authors. Instead of simply stating "this sentence is awkward," the editor can explain
why it's awkward, perhaps referencing a CMOS principle related to sentence structure or clarity. This
empowers the author and fosters a better understanding of their own writing, contributing to their long-
term growth as a writer. This foundational understanding of grammar, guided by CMOS, is crucial for

effective developmental feedback.



The Importance of Clarity and Conciseness

Clarity and conciseness are paramount in any form of writing, and they are central tenets of the Chicago
Manual of Style. For developmental editors, this means assessing whether the author's message is being
communicated effectively and without unnecessary verbiage. This involves evaluating not just individual
sentences but entire sections and chapters to ensure that the narrative is easy to follow and that ideas are
presented with precision. A developmental editor might suggest ways to streamline prose, eliminate

redundancies, or rephrase complex sentences to enhance understanding.

CMOS provides numerous examples and explanations of how to achieve clarity and conciseness.
Developmental editors can use these resources to offer concrete suggestions to authors. For example, if a
paragraph is wordy, the editor might point to specific phrases or sentences that could be tightened,
referencing CMOS guidelines on economy of language. This focus on clarity, informed by the Chicago
Manual of Style, helps ensure that the author's intended message resonates with the reader without

distraction, a key goal of developmental editing.

Manuscript Structure and Organization According to CMOS

The structural integrity of a manuscript is the bedrock of developmental editing, and CMOS offers
guidance that, while not always prescriptive for creative works, informs best practices in organization and
presentation. Developmental editors often work with authors to refine the overall architecture of a book,
ensuring logical progression, effective pacing, and a clear hierarchy of information. Understanding how
CMOS approaches structural elements in non-fiction can be particularly valuable for ensuring that even

narrative-driven works benefit from a well-organized framework.

When considering manuscript structure, developmental editors often look at how chapters flow, how
information is introduced and developed, and how the narrative arc (for fiction) or argument (for non-
fiction) unfolds. While CMOS may not dictate plot points, its principles of logical sequencing and clear
transitions are highly relevant. A developmental editor might use CMOS’s approach to organizational
principles to suggest ways to improve the flow between sections or to ensure that key themes are
introduced and revisited effectively. This ensures the manuscript is not only engaging but also logically

sound.

Chapter and Section Headings

The effective use of headings and subheadings is crucial for guiding readers through a manuscript and for
signaling organizational structure. CMOS provides guidelines on the consistent formatting and placement of
headings, which can be adapted by developmental editors to advise authors. Even in narrative fiction, clear

divisions can aid readability and pacing. For non-fiction, the structured use of headings is essential for



presenting complex information clearly. A developmental editor can help authors develop a hierarchy of

headings that makes the manuscript accessible and navigable.

CMOS offers detailed advice on the capitalization, punctuation, and style of headings and subheadings.
While a developmental editor won't necessarily enforce every specific rule for a creative work, they can
use CMOS as a guide to ensure consistency and clarity. If an author is inconsistent in their use of
capitalization or in the way they introduce subtopics, the developmental editor can point to CMOS as a
reference for establishing a clear and professional system. This attention to structural signposting, informed

by CMOS, enhances the reader's experience.

Consistency in Formatting Elements

Consistency in formatting elements such as lists, quotations, and the presentation of figures and tables is
vital for a professional manuscript. Developmental editors play a key role in identifying and flagging
inconsistencies that may not be apparent to the author. CMOS provides detailed standards for the formatting
of these elements, which can serve as a valuable reference for the developmental editor. Ensuring that lists
are consistently bulleted or numbered, or that quotations are handled uniformly, contributes to the overall

polish of the manuscript.

From block quotes to simple bulleted lists, CMOS offers clear directives. A developmental editor can
leverage these directives to provide consistent feedback on how these elements are presented. If an author
is using a mix of styles for quoting dialogue or presenting factual points, the developmental editor can
reference CMOS to suggest a unified approach. This attention to detail, grounded in the Chicago Manual of
Style, lays the groundwork for a clean and well-organized manuscript, making the editing process

smoother.

Stylistic Consistency and Voice in Developmental Editing

One of the most delicate yet critical aspects of developmental editing is preserving and enhancing the
author's unique voice while ensuring stylistic consistency. The Chicago Manual of Style provides a
framework for achieving this balance. While CMOS is prescriptive in many areas, its underlying
philosophy of clear and effective communication can be adapted to guide authors toward greater
consistency in their prose, even as they maintain their individual style. A developmental editor’s role is to

help the author realize their stylistic intentions with maximum impact.

Maintaining a consistent tone and voice throughout a manuscript is essential for reader immersion.
Developmental editors, informed by CMOS principles of clarity and uniformity, can identify instances
where the author’s voice may falter or become inconsistent. This might involve flagging shifts in tone,

changes in the level of formality, or inconsistencies in how characters or concepts are presented. The goal is



not to homogenize the author’s voice but to ensure it is applied purposefully and consistently, enhancing

the reader's experience.

Maintaining the Author's Voice

The developmental editor's primary responsibility is to serve the author's vision, and this includes
respecting and nurturing their unique voice. While CMOS offers a standard for grammatical and stylistic
correctness, it is not intended to stifle individual expression. A skilled developmental editor uses their
knowledge of CMOS to identify areas where the author's voice might be obscured by grammatical errors,
awkward phrasing, or inconsistencies. The aim is to refine the author's natural style, making it stronger

and more impactful, rather than imposing an artificial one.

CMOS emphasizes clarity and precision, which are tools that can actually help an author's voice shine
through. By ensuring that sentences are well-constructed and that the author's intended meaning is clear,
the developmental editor allows the author's personality and perspective to come to the fore. For example,
if an author uses distinctive vocabulary or sentence structures, a developmental editor can help ensure
these choices are intentional and consistently applied, rather than appearing as errors. This supportive

approach, grounded in CMOS principles, helps the author achieve their stylistic goals.

Ensuring Consistency in Language Choices

Consistency in language choices, from vocabulary to idiomatic expressions, is a hallmark of a well-edited
manuscript. Developmental editors, guided by CMOS, can help authors establish and maintain this
consistency. This means paying attention to recurring terms, the use of slang or jargon, and the overall
level of formality. If an author uses a technical term inconsistently or switches between formal and

informal language without clear purpose, the developmental editor can intervene.

CMOS provides guidelines for handling a variety of language-related issues, including the use of foreign
words, the capitalization of terms, and the appropriate use of jargon. A developmental editor can draw upon
these guidelines to advise authors on making deliberate and consistent language choices. For instance, if an
author introduces a specific term and then later uses a synonym or a slightly different phrasing, the
developmental editor can flag this to ensure uniformity, referencing CMOS principles of consistency. This

attention to detail strengthens the manuscript’s integrity.

Punctuation and Grammar Essentials

While developmental editing focuses on the macro level of narrative and structure, a foundational

understanding of punctuation and grammar is essential for identifying issues that impact clarity and flow.



The Chicago Manual of Style offers comprehensive guidance on these matters, providing developmental
editors with the authority to address potential problems and advise authors effectively. Even at this early
stage, consistent and correct punctuation can significantly enhance the readability and professionalism of a

manuscript.

Grammatical accuracy and proper punctuation are not merely aesthetic concerns; they are fundamental to
clear communication. A developmental editor who is well-versed in CMOS can spot patterns of
grammatical error or punctuation misuse that might indicate deeper issues with the author’s writing or
understanding. For example, persistent comma splices could suggest a lack of clarity in sentence
construction, which is a developmental concern. By addressing these, the editor helps build a stronger

foundation for the manuscript.

Essential Punctuation Rules

CMOS provides definitive guidance on a wide array of punctuation marks, including commas, semicolons,
colons, apostrophes, and quotation marks. For developmental editors, understanding these rules is crucial for
advising authors on how to use punctuation to enhance clarity and avoid ambiguity. While the
developmental editor might not correct every instance of punctuation at this stage, they can identify
recurring patterns of misuse that hinder readability or distort meaning. For example, inconsistent use of

serial commas or incorrect placement of apostrophes can create confusion.

The correct usage of quotation marks, particularly for dialogue in fiction, is a key area where CMOS offers
specific guidance. Developmental editors can use this knowledge to help authors ensure that dialogue is
presented clearly and consistently. Similarly, understanding the nuances of em dashes versus en dashes, or
the correct application of colons to introduce lists or explanations, contributes to a more polished manuscript.
This attention to punctuation, guided by CMOS, is instrumental in improving the overall quality of the

text.

Common Grammatical Pitfalls to Watch For

Developmental editors, while not performing line-by-line grammatical correction, must be aware of
common grammatical pitfalls that can impede narrative flow and clarity. CMOS offers extensive guidance
on a range of issues, from subject-verb agreement and pronoun reference to dangling modifiers and parallel
structure. Recognizing these issues at the developmental stage allows the editor to provide feedback that

addresses underlying writing habits rather than just surface-level errors.

For instance, a developmental editor might notice that an author frequently uses passive voice in a way
that weakens the narrative, or that pronoun references are often unclear, forcing the reader to pause and
re-read. By identifying these patterns and referencing CMOS principles, the editor can guide the author

toward more active and precise sentence construction. This proactive approach, informed by the



authoritative guidelines of CMOS, helps to ensure that the manuscript is not only well-structured but also

grammatically sound at its core.

Citation and Referencing with CMOS

While citation and referencing are often considered the domain of copyediting and production,
developmental editors may encounter manuscripts, particularly in non-fiction, where the initial structure
and presentation of sources are inconsistent or unclear. The Chicago Manual of Style offers two primary
systems for citation: the notes-bibliography system and the author-date system. A developmental editor's
awareness of these systems, even at a high level, can be beneficial for authors who need to establish a solid

foundation for their research and evidence.

For non-fiction projects, particularly academic or historical works, the developmental editor can provide
early feedback on the author’s approach to sourcing information. This might involve suggesting the author
consider which citation style will be most appropriate for their target audience and publication venue, and
how to begin organizing their research notes with this in mind. Even a basic understanding of CMOS’s
requirements can prompt authors to think more critically about how they integrate and attribute sources,

preventing significant issues later on.

Choosing the Right Citation System

CMOS presents both the notes-bibliography (NB) system and the author-date (AD) system as viable options.
The choice between these often depends on the discipline and the specific publication. A developmental
editor can help authors consider which system might best serve their manuscript's purpose and audience.
For instance, history and literature often favor the NB system, while social sciences and natural sciences
typically use the AD system. Guiding authors to make this decision early can streamline the entire research

and writing process.

The developmental editor can also advise authors on the importance of consistency, a key tenet of CMOS.
Regardless of which system is chosen, it must be applied uniformly throughout the manuscript. This initial
consideration, guided by an understanding of CMOS's dual citation approaches, sets a crucial precedent for
the manuscript's scholarly integrity and readability. Even if specific formatting isn't finalized, the author's

awareness of the need for a chosen system is paramount.

Integrating Sources Effectively

Beyond the mechanics of citation, developmental editors can help authors think about how they integrate

sources into their narrative or argument. This involves ensuring that sources are not just dropped in but



are thoughtfully introduced, explained, and connected to the author's own ideas. CMOS provides guidance
on the appropriate use of quotations and paraphrases, emphasizing that borrowed material should always

serve the author's purpose and be clearly attributed.

A developmental editor might review sections to see if the author is relying too heavily on direct quotes
without sufficient analysis, or if paraphrased material is too close to the original source. By referencing
CMOS principles regarding the ethical and effective use of sources, the editor can encourage authors to
engage more deeply with their research and to present it in a manner that strengthens their own voice
and argument. This approach ensures that the manuscript is not only well-sourced but also analytically

robust.

Handling Specific Manuscript Challenges

Developmental editors frequently encounter a variety of unique challenges within manuscripts, from
complex narrative structures to the effective use of specialized terminology. The Chicago Manual of Style,
with its broad scope, offers principles and guidance that can be adapted to address many of these issues. A
developmental editor's ability to leverage CMOS, even in creative contexts, empowers them to provide

more insightful and authoritative feedback, helping authors overcome obstacles and refine their work.

For example, in works of fiction, the editor might work with an author to ensure consistent character voice
or to clarify intricate plotlines. In non-fiction, challenges might include presenting complex data clearly or
maintaining a consistent tone across diverse topics. CMOS, by providing foundational rules for clarity,
consistency, and accuracy, serves as an invaluable reference point for navigating these specific hurdles,

ensuring the manuscript develops with a strong, cohesive framework.

Managing Dialogue and Voice in Fiction

In fiction, dialogue is a critical tool for character development and plot advancement. Developmental editors
must help authors craft dialogue that sounds authentic to each character while also serving the narrative.
CMOS offers guidelines on the proper formatting of dialogue, ensuring consistency in punctuation and
attribution. Beyond formatting, however, the editor uses their understanding of clarity and consistency,
principles championed by CMOS, to assess the effectiveness of the dialogue. This involves ensuring each

character has a distinct voice and that the dialogue flows naturally and contributes to the overall story.

A developmental editor might flag dialogue that feels anachronistic, overly expository, or inconsistent with
a character's established personality. By referencing the overarching principles of CMOS, such as clarity and
appropriate tone, the editor can guide the author toward refining their dialogue. The goal is to make the
dialogue serve the story and reveal character effectively, all while adhering to professional presentation

standards informed by the Chicago Manual of Style.



Clarifying Technical or Specialized Terminology

For non-fiction works, especially those dealing with technical or specialized subjects, clarity in terminology
is paramount. Developmental editors play a crucial role in ensuring that such terminology is used
consistently and explained sufficiently for the target audience. CMOS provides guidance on the appropriate
use of jargon, foreign terms, and abbreviations. While CMOS itself might not cover every specialized field,

its principles of defining terms and maintaining consistency are universally applicable.

A developmental editor can help authors identify instances where technical terms are used without clear
definition, or where terminology varies unnecessarily. By suggesting that the author create a glossary or
ensure definitions are integrated into the text, and by referring to CMOS guidelines on consistent usage,
the editor helps make the manuscript accessible. This ensures that the complex information is
communicated effectively without alienating readers who may not be experts in the field, a key aspect of

effective developmental editing informed by CMOS.

Tools and Resources for CMOS-Conscious Developmental Editors

Effectively applying the Chicago Manual of Style as a developmental editor requires access to the right
tools and resources. While the primary resource is CMOS itself, other supplementary materials and digital
tools can greatly enhance an editor's efficiency and accuracy. Understanding how to best utilize these
resources is key to providing high-quality developmental editorial services grounded in established

publishing standards.

Beyond the manual itself, developmental editors benefit from a range of online tools, style guides, and
communities that can support their work. These resources not only aid in referencing specific CMOS rules
but also offer broader insights into best practices in editing and publishing, ensuring that the developmental

editor is well-equipped to guide authors toward polished manuscripts.

The Chicago Manual of Style Online

The digital version of the Chicago Manual of Style is an indispensable tool for any editor. Its searchable
format allows for quick access to specific rules and examples, making it far more efficient than a print
edition for daily use. Developmental editors can use CMOS Online to quickly look up guidelines on
everything from punctuation and grammar to stylistic conventions and citation formats. This immediate
access ensures that feedback provided to authors is accurate and based on the most current edition of the

style guide.

The online version also often includes updates and clarifications that might not be in the print edition,

ensuring that editors are working with the most authoritative information. For developmental editors who



need to provide quick, reliable advice to authors, having CMOS Online at their fingertips is a significant
advantage, enabling them to confidently address a wide range of editorial questions. The ability to quickly

search and find answers is crucial for timely and effective developmental feedback.

Supplementary Style Guides and Reference Materials

While CMOS is the primary authority, supplementary style guides and reference materials can further
enrich a developmental editor's toolkit. These might include dictionaries, thesauruses, style guides specific
to certain genres or industries (though CMOS often covers the broadest range), and usage guides that delve
deeper into nuances of English. For instance, a dedicated dictionary of usage can help clarify subtle
distinctions between words that might be relevant when discussing authorial voice or precision in

language.

Furthermore, resources that explain the why behind certain CMOS rules can be invaluable for
developmental editors who need to explain concepts to authors. Understanding the rationale behind
punctuation choices or grammatical structures enables the editor to provide more effective and educational
feedback. These supplementary materials, when used in conjunction with CMOS, empower developmental
editors to offer comprehensive and insightful guidance, ensuring that authors are not just following rules

but understanding the principles behind them.

Conclusion

The Chicago Manual of Style serves as an authoritative bedrock for professional editing, and for
developmental editors, its principles are crucial for shaping manuscripts at their foundational stages. By
understanding and applying CMOS guidelines related to clarity, consistency, structure, and stylistic choices,
developmental editors can empower authors to craft more coherent, engaging, and polished works. This
guide has explored how CMOS informs manuscript organization, the delicate balance of maintaining an
author's voice, essential punctuation and grammar, and the initial considerations for citation. Ultimately, a
developmental editor’s command of the Chicago Manual of Style is a testament to their commitment to

professional excellence and their ability to guide authors toward producing high-quality, publishable books.












Q How does the Chicago Manual of Style apply to developmental editing
when the focus is on content rather than line-level edits?

A: The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) applies to developmental editing by providing a framework for
clarity, consistency, and overall manuscript integrity. While developmental editors focus on content,
structure, and pacing, an understanding of CMOS helps them identify potential issues in areas like
consistent terminology, logical flow of ideas, and the clear presentation of information, all of which impact
the reader's experience and can signal deeper content problems. It informs the editor's ability to advise

authors on building a strong, well-organized foundation for their work.

Q Should developmental editors enforce all CMOS punctuation rules
strictly at the early stages?

A: Developmental editors typically do not enforce all CMOS punctuation rules strictly at the early stages, as
the focus is on substantive revisions. However, they should be aware of pervasive punctuation errors that
hinder clarity or flow, such as consistent comma splices or incorrect use of quotation marks that confuse
dialogue. Identifying recurring patterns of punctuation misuse can signal underlying writing weaknesses
that the developmental editor can address with the author, guiding them toward better practices rather

than just correcting individual instances.

Q How can a developmental editor use CMOS to help an author develop
a consistent voice?

A: A developmental editor can use CMOS principles of clarity and consistency to help an author develop a
consistent voice. By ensuring that sentences are well-constructed and that the author's intended meaning is
clear, the editor allows the author's unique style to emerge more effectively. If an author uses distinctive
vocabulary or sentence structures, the developmental editor can help ensure these choices are intentional

and consistently applied, rather than appearing as errors, thus strengthening the author's individual voice.

Q What is the role of CMOS in developmental editing for non-fiction
manuscripts that require citations?

A: For non-fiction manuscripts, a developmental editor can use CMOS to advise authors on establishing a
solid foundation for their research and evidence. This includes helping authors consider which CMOS
citation system (notes-bibliography or author-date) might be most appropriate for their work and audience,
and emphasizing the importance of organizing research notes accordingly. While the editor may not format
the citations, they can ensure the author is aware of the need for a consistent and appropriate referencing

system from the outset.



Q How does CMOS inform the advice a developmental editor gives on
manuscript structure?

A: CMOS informs advice on manuscript structure by emphasizing principles of logical sequencing, clear
transitions, and hierarchical organization. While CMOS may not dictate narrative plot points for fiction, its
guidelines on presenting information clearly and logically are highly relevant. A developmental editor can
leverage CMOS's approach to organizational principles to help authors improve the flow between chapters,
effectively introduce and develop ideas, and ensure that the overall architecture of the manuscript supports

the author's message.

Q Are there specific sections of the Chicago Manual of Style that are more
relevant for developmental editors than others?

A: While the entire CMOS is a valuable resource, sections pertaining to grammar, usage, punctuation,
clarity, conciseness, and general principles of good writing are highly relevant for developmental editors.
Additionally, for non-fiction, understanding the introductory chapters on manuscript preparation and the
principles behind the citation systems is beneficial. The focus remains on how these rules contribute to clear

communication and narrative coherence, rather than the minutiae of production-level formatting.

Q: Can developmental editors use CMOS to help authors with specialized
or technical terminology?

A: Yes, developmental editors can use CMOS to help authors with specialized or technical terminology by
referring to its principles of clarity, consistency, and proper usage of jargon or foreign terms. CMOS
advocates for defining terms and maintaining uniformity. A developmental editor can guide authors on
how to explain complex terms clearly, ensure consistent use of vocabulary, and potentially suggest creating

a glossary, thereby making the manuscript accessible to the intended audience.
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