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spelling

The Chicago Style American English Spelling: A Comprehensive Guide

chicago style american english spelling is a fundamental aspect of academic
and professional writing, particularly within the United States. This
comprehensive guide delves into the intricacies of the Chicago Manual of
Style (CMOS) approach to American English orthography, illuminating its
principles, common conventions, and practical applications. Understanding
these guidelines is crucial for authors, editors, and anyone seeking to
produce polished, credible written work. We will explore the foundational
rules, address common points of confusion, and highlight the style's
flexibility and authority. This article aims to equip you with the knowledge
necessary to navigate the nuances of Chicago style spelling effectively,
ensuring clarity and consistency in your prose.
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The Fundamentals of Chicago Style American
English Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style, often referred to simply as Chicago style,
provides a robust framework for American English writing. When it comes to
spelling, Chicago style generally adheres to standard American English
conventions, distinguishing itself from British English by favoring spellings
that end in "-or" instead of "-our" (e.g., color, neighbor) and "-ize"
instead of "-ise" (e.g., realize, organize). This preference for Americanisms
is a cornerstone of its approach, ensuring consistency for publications
intended for a primarily American audience.

Chicago style's spelling rules are not arbitrary; they are designed to
promote clarity, readability, and a degree of uniformity across diverse
publications. The manual itself is considered the definitive authority on
these matters, offering detailed guidance on a vast array of word spellings.
While it champions American English, it also acknowledges and provides
guidance on how to handle foreign words and phrases that may appear in
English text, often recommending italicization and consistent anglicized
spellings when appropriate.



American vs. British English Spelling Differences

The most readily apparent distinction between Chicago style American English
spelling and its British counterpart lies in several common word endings.
Words that take "-our" in British English typically adopt "-or" in American
English, a rule consistently applied by Chicago style. Examples include
"labor" versus "labour," "flavor" versus "flavour," and "humor" versus
"humour." This deliberate choice reflects the regional variant of English the
style aims to represent.

Another significant difference is the use of "-ize" versus "-ise." Chicago
style firmly advocates for the "-ize" ending in words derived from Greek
roots, such as "analyze," "paralyze," and "sympathize." This aligns with
American English usage more broadly, though it's worth noting that the "-ise"
ending is not entirely absent from American English and can sometimes be
found in specific contexts or older texts. However, for consistent Chicago
style adherence, the "-ize" form is the standard.

The Principle of Consistency

Beyond specific rules, the overarching principle governing Chicago style
American English spelling is consistency. Once a spelling choice is made, it
should be maintained throughout a single document or publication. This
principle is vital for professional presentation. Inconsistent spelling can
be distracting to readers and may undermine the credibility of the author or
publication. Chicago style editors are diligent in ensuring this uniformity,
often employing detailed checklists and comparison tools.

Common Spelling Conventions in Chicago Style

Chicago style American English spelling encompasses a wide range of
conventions, many of which are standard American English practice but are
codified and reinforced by the manual. These include guidelines for prefixes,
suffixes, compound words, and commonly misspelled words. The aim is to
provide clear, unambiguous guidance for writers and editors.

Prefixes and Suffixes

When adding prefixes or suffixes to words, Chicago style generally follows
standard American English rules. For instance, hyphens are typically not used
with most prefixes unless the prefix is attached to a proper noun or a word
beginning with the same letter as the prefix's final letter. Suffixes are



usually appended directly. However, there are exceptions, especially with
certain less common prefixes or when clarity demands a hyphen. The manual
provides specific examples for navigating these often-tricky constructions.

For suffixes like "-able" and "-ible," Chicago style follows established
American English patterns. Words ending in "-e" often drop the "e" before
adding "-able," as in "lovable." However, words ending in "ce" or "ge"
usually retain the "e" to soften the consonant sound, as in "noticeable" and
"manageable." The style manual offers a comprehensive list of these
variations to ensure correct usage.

Compound Words

The treatment of compound words—words formed from two or more existing
words—can be a significant challenge. Chicago style generally favors closing
up compound words when they are used as nouns or adjectives, but there are
many exceptions. For example, "keyboard" is a closed compound, while "well-
being" is hyphenated. The style guide provides detailed guidance on when to
use open compounds (two words separated by a space), hyphenated compounds,
and closed compounds (one word).

The decision to hyphenate or close up a compound word often depends on its
usage within a sentence and how common the compound has become. Over time,
many hyphenated compounds become closed compounds as they gain widespread
acceptance and usage. Chicago style advocates for consulting dictionaries for
guidance on established compounds, but it also offers principles for creating
new ones or addressing less common combinations.

Commonly Misspelled Words

The Chicago Manual of Style also addresses many commonly misspelled words.
This includes words with tricky letter combinations, silent letters, or
confusing homophones. For example, the manual would clarify the spelling of
"accommodate" (with two 'c's and two 'm's) or "separate" (with an 'a' in the
middle, not an 'e'). These explicit clarifications are invaluable for writers
aiming for accuracy.

The style guide often provides mnemonic devices or explanations for why
certain words are spelled as they are, assisting writers in remembering
correct orthography. This attention to detail in commonly problematic words
underscores the manual's commitment to a high standard of linguistic
precision.



Handling Variations and Exceptions

While Chicago style American English spelling establishes clear norms, it
also recognizes that language is dynamic and that variations and exceptions
exist. The manual provides guidance on how to manage these instances to
maintain clarity and scholarly rigor. Understanding these nuances is key to
mastering the style.

Foreign Words and Phrases

When foreign words or phrases are used in English text, Chicago style has
specific recommendations. Generally, unless they have been fully anglicized
and are in common usage, foreign terms are italicized. However, their
spelling should ideally conform to their original language. The manual offers
advice on when to italicize and when to treat a foreign word as part of the
English lexicon. For instance, "déja vu" might be italicized and retain its
French accent marks, while "rendezvous" has become so common in English that
it is typically not italicized.

The decision to anglicize a foreign spelling is often driven by common usage
and the desire for consistency. For words that have well-established English
spellings, Chicago style generally favors those. However, when in doubt, the
manual encourages authors to consult authoritative sources or adhere to the
original spelling if it enhances precision and is understood by the intended
audience.

Hyphenation in Specific Cases

Hyphenation is a complex area, and Chicago style offers detailed rules for
its application. While compound words are a major focus, hyphens are also
used for clarity in other situations. For example, when a compound adjective
precedes a noun (e.g., "a well-known author"), it is typically hyphenated.
However, if the modifier is an adverb ending in "-1ly," no hyphen is used
(e.g., "a highly regarded author").

The Chicago Manual of Style provides extensive tables and examples to clarify
hyphenation rules for compound modifiers, phrasal adjectives, and other
constructions. The underlying principle is to use hyphens to prevent
ambiguity and ensure that the intended meaning is clear to the reader. When
faced with an unusual construction, consulting the manual or a reputable
dictionary is the best course of action.



Proper Nouns and Technical Terms

The spelling of proper nouns, such as names of people, places, and
organizations, generally follows their established and accepted spellings.
Chicago style does not typically prescribe alternative spellings for proper
nouns. Similarly, technical terms within specific fields are usually spelled
according to their established usage within that discipline. If there is
variation in the spelling of a technical term, the style guide may recommend
choosing the most common or authoritative spelling for the context.

For company names or brand names, it is crucial to use the exact spelling and
capitalization as provided by the company itself. This meticulous attention
to detail ensures accuracy and professionalism, particularly in business or
technical writing where such details can have legal or brand implications.

The Role of Dictionaries and Style Guides

In the realm of Chicago style American English spelling, dictionaries and
other style guides play a vital, supplementary role. While the Chicago Manual
of Style itself is the primary authority, it often directs users to consult
reputable dictionaries for definitive spellings, particularly for words where
the manual does not provide specific guidance or when variations exist.

Primary Reference Dictionaries

Chicago style typically recommends using one of the major American English
dictionaries as a primary reference. These include Merriam-Webster's
Collegiate Dictionary and Webster's Third New International Dictionary,
Unabridged. These dictionaries are chosen for their comprehensiveness,
authority, and adherence to American English conventions. They serve as the
ultimate arbiter for most spelling questions not explicitly covered by the
Chicago Manual of Style.

When consulting these dictionaries, it's important to pay attention to the
first listed spelling, as this is generally considered the preferred or most
common American English spelling. The dictionaries also provide guidance on
pronunciation, etymology, and usage, which can further aid in understanding
word formation and correct spelling.

The Chicago Manual of Style as the Ultimate



Authority

Despite the reliance on external dictionaries, the Chicago Manual of Style
remains the ultimate authority for publications adhering to its guidelines.
The manual often resolves ambiguities found in dictionaries or presents
specific rules that take precedence in certain contexts. For example, while a
dictionary might list both "-ize" and "-ise" spellings for a word, Chicago
style will mandate the use of "-ize" for consistency within its framework.

Editors and writers using Chicago style must be intimately familiar with the
manual's recommendations. The manual is updated periodically to reflect
changes in language and conventions, making it essential to use the most
current edition. Its detailed indexes and glossaries are invaluable tools for
quickly locating specific spelling rules and guidelines.

Consistency Across Sources

The principle of consistency extends to the sources consulted. If a
publication decides to prioritize a particular dictionary or style guide in
addition to Chicago style, it is important to maintain that choice
throughout. Mixed adherence to different spelling conventions from various
sources can lead to a patchwork of spellings that detracts from the
professional polish of the written work.

Practical Application of Chicago Style Spelling

Applying Chicago style American English spelling in practice involves a
combination of diligent rule-following, careful proofreading, and strategic
use of reference tools. Whether you are an author, editor, or student,
understanding how to implement these guidelines ensures accuracy and
professionalism in your writing.

Proofreading and Editing Techniques

Effective proofreading is paramount. This involves reading through a document
specifically to catch errors in spelling, grammar, punctuation, and
formatting. When focusing on spelling according to Chicago style, editors
will pay close attention to the common "-or/-our" and "-ize/-ise"
distinctions, as well as hyphenation rules and the correct spellings of
commonly problematic words. Using spell-checking software is a useful first
step, but it is not a substitute for human review, as these tools may not
always recognize context or adhere to specific style guidelines.



A systematic approach to proofreading is recommended. This might involve
reading the document backward, word by word, to focus solely on individual
words without being distracted by sentence flow. Alternatively, one could
create a checklist of common Chicago style spelling rules and systematically
check the document against it. Careful attention to detail during this final
stage can catch many errors before publication.

Utilizing Style Guides and Dictionaries Effectively

The practical application of Chicago style spelling hinges on the effective
use of the Chicago Manual of Style and relevant dictionaries. Keep the manual
readily accessible, both in print and digital formats, for quick reference.
When encountering an unfamiliar word or a potential spelling issue,
immediately consult the manual or a recommended dictionary.

For authors, familiarizing oneself with the core principles of Chicago style
spelling before beginning a writing project can prevent many errors. For
editors, developing a strong command of the manual's spelling conventions is
an essential part of the job. Understanding when a word's spelling might be
contentious and knowing where to find the definitive Chicago style guidance
is crucial.

Consistency in Large Projects

In large-scale projects, such as books or extensive reports, maintaining
consistent Chicago style American English spelling requires rigorous
attention. This is where style sheets become invaluable. A style sheet is a
document that lists all stylistic decisions made for a particular project,
including specific spelling preferences, capitalization rules, and
hyphenation choices. This ensures that all contributors adhere to the same
standards and that consistency is maintained even across different chapters
or sections written by different individuals.

For example, a style sheet might explicitly state that all instances of a
particular word will be spelled with "-ize" (e.g., "organize"). This document
serves as a reference for writers and editors throughout the project,
minimizing subjective interpretations and ensuring a unified final product.
Regular review and updates to the style sheet are necessary as the project
progresses.

Conclusion

Mastering Chicago style American English spelling is an ongoing process, but



one that significantly elevates the quality and professionalism of written
work. By adhering to its fundamental principles, paying close attention to
common conventions, and understanding how to handle variations and
exceptions, writers and editors can ensure clarity, consistency, and
credibility. The diligent use of authoritative dictionaries and the Chicago
Manual of Style itself are indispensable tools in this endeavor. Ultimately,
a commitment to these detailed guidelines reflects a dedication to producing
polished, error-free prose that meets the high standards expected in academic
and professional spheres.

FAQ

Q: What is the primary difference between Chicago
style American English spelling and British English
spelling?

A: The primary difference lies in the preferred spellings of certain word
endings. Chicago style American English spelling generally uses "-or" instead
of "-our" (e.g., color, favor) and "-ize" instead of "-ise" (e.g., realize,
organize).

Q: Which dictionaries does Chicago style recommend
for spelling guidance?

A: Chicago style typically recommends major American English dictionaries
such as Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary and Webster's Third New
International Dictionary, Unabridged.

Q: Are there any exceptions to the "-ize" rule in
Chicago style?

A: While Chicago style strongly favors the "-ize" ending, it acknowledges
that some words are conventionally spelled with "-ise" even in American
English. However, for consistency, the manual generally mandates the "-ize"
form for words derived from Greek roots.

Q: How does Chicago style handle compound words in
terms of spelling?

A: Chicago style provides detailed guidance on compound words, specifying
when they should be written as one word (closed compound, e.g., keyboard),
hyphenated (e.g., well-being), or as two separate words (open compound, e.g.,
high school). This often depends on the word's usage and how common it has
become.



Q: What is the role of consistency in Chicago style
American English spelling?

A: Consistency is a cornerstone of Chicago style. Once a spelling is chosen,
it must be maintained throughout the entire document or publication to avoid
reader distraction and uphold credibility.

Q: How should foreign words be spelled when used in
a Chicago style text?

A: Foreign words and phrases that have not been fully anglicized are
typically italicized. Their spelling should generally conform to their
original language, though common usage and clarity for the audience are also
considerations.

Q: When should hyphens be used with compound
adjectives in Chicago style?

A: Hyphens are generally used when a compound adjective precedes the noun it
modifies (e.g., "a fast-acting drug"). However, adverbs ending in "-1ly" do
not require a hyphen when modifying an adjective (e.g., "a highly effective
treatment").

Q: What is the best way to ensure correct Chicago
style spelling in a long document?

A: For long documents, creating and using a style sheet is highly
recommended. This document details all stylistic decisions, including
specific spelling preferences, to ensure consistency among all contributors
and throughout the entire project.

Q: Does Chicago style have specific rules for
commonly misspelled words?

A: Yes, the Chicago Manual of Style addresses many commonly misspelled words,
providing explicit guidance and clarifications to help writers avoid errors
in frequently problematic words.

Q: Can spell-checking software replace manual
proofreading for Chicago style?

A: No, spell-checking software is a useful tool but cannot replace thorough
manual proofreading. It may not recognize context-specific spelling issues or
adhere to the precise nuances of Chicago style. Human review remains



essential.
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