chicago style grammar mistakes

Navigating the Nuances: Common Chicago Style Grammar Mistakes and How to Avoid
Them

chicago style grammar mistakes can trip up even the most seasoned writers, but
understanding these common pitfalls is key to producing polished, professional prose.
Whether you're crafting an academic paper, a scholarly article, or any document adhering
to the Chicago Manual of Style (CMQOS), precision in grammar and punctuation is
paramount. This comprehensive guide delves into the most frequent errors writers
encounter when applying Chicago style, from apostrophe usage and comma splices to the
correct handling of numbers, capitalization, and possessives. By dissecting these issues
with clear explanations and practical advice, you can enhance your writing's credibility and
ensure your work meets the rigorous standards expected in academic and publishing
circles. Let's explore how to master these stylistic intricacies and elevate your Chicago-style
writing.
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Understanding the Importance of Chicago Style
Accuracy

The Chicago Manual of Style is a widely respected authority in publishing and academic
writing, offering comprehensive guidance on manuscript preparation, punctuation,
grammar, and citation. Adhering strictly to its guidelines lends an air of professionalism and
credibility to any written work. Deviating from these established conventions can lead to
confusion, misinterpretation, and a diminished perception of the author's diligence and
expertise. Therefore, a thorough understanding of potential chicago style grammar
mistakes is not merely a matter of stylistic preference but a fundamental requirement for
effective communication in many professional contexts.

Many writers, especially those new to academic or formal publishing, find the sheer volume
of rules within CMOS to be daunting. While the manual covers an expansive range of topics,
certain grammatical and punctuation issues appear more frequently as sources of error.
These common mistakes often stem from the intricate nature of English grammar itself,
compounded by the specific stylistic preferences advocated by Chicago. Identifying and
correcting these recurring issues is a crucial step in achieving polished and professional
writing.



Punctuation Predicaments: Apostrophes and
Commas

Apostrophes and commas are two of the most commonly misused punctuation marks, and
the Chicago Manual of Style offers specific guidance on their application. Errors in their use
can significantly alter the meaning of a sentence or render it grammatically incorrect.
Understanding the nuances of when and how to employ these punctuation marks is
essential for any writer aiming for clarity and correctness.

Apostrophe Errors: Possession and Contractions

One of the most frequent sources of chicago style grammar mistakes involves
apostrophes, particularly concerning possessives and contractions. Chicago style, like most
other styles, uses apostrophes to indicate possession. For singular nouns, an apostrophe
followed by an 's' is typically used (e.g., "the author's manuscript"). For plural nouns ending
in 's', only an apostrophe is added (e.g., "the students' assignments"). Irregular plural
nouns that do not end in 's' follow the singular rule (e.g., "the children's toys").

Another common pitfall is the misuse of apostrophes in contractions. While contractions are
generally discouraged in formal academic writing, they are sometimes used in less formal
contexts. When they are used, the apostrophe indicates omitted letters (e.g., "it's" for "it
is," "don't" for "do not"). The distinction between "its" (possessive) and "it's" (contraction) is
a classic example of an apostrophe error that often appears in Chicago-style writing.

Comma Splices and Other Comma Catastrophes

Comma splices, where two independent clauses are joined by only a comma, are a major
grammatical error that Chicago style strictly prohibits. For example, "The research was
compelling, it yielded significant results" is a comma splice. To correct this, writers can use
a period to separate the clauses, a semicolon, or a comma followed by a coordinating
conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet).

Other frequent comma errors include the incorrect use of serial commas (also known as the
Oxford comma), the omission of commas in introductory phrases or clauses, and the
improper use of commas with nonrestrictive clauses. Chicago style generally recommends
the use of the serial comma for clarity, although there are specific exceptions.
Understanding these rules is crucial to avoid common chicago style grammar mistakes.

Sentence Structure Slip-ups: Run-ons and
Fragments

Grammatically sound sentences form the foundation of clear writing. Errors in sentence
structure, such as run-on sentences and sentence fragments, can disrupt the flow of an
argument and undermine the author's credibility. Chicago style emphasizes the importance
of complete and correctly constructed sentences.



Recognizing and Correcting Run-on Sentences

Run-on sentences occur when two or more independent clauses are joined incorrectly. This
includes both comma splices (as discussed above) and fused sentences, where
independent clauses are joined with no punctuation at all. For instance, "The experiment
was a success the data confirmed the hypothesis" is a fused sentence.

Correcting run-on sentences involves the same strategies as correcting comma splices:
using a period, semicolon, or comma with a coordinating conjunction. Ensuring each
independent clause has a subject and a verb and that they are properly separated or joined
is vital to avoid these common chicago style grammar mistakes.

Avoiding Sentence Fragments

A sentence fragment is a group of words that is punctuated as a sentence but lacks a
subject, a verb, or both, or it is a subordinate clause masquerading as a complete sentence.
For example, "Running quickly to the finish line." is a fragment because it lacks a subject.
Similarly, "Because the results were unexpected." is a fragment because it is a subordinate
clause.

To fix fragments, writers must ensure they form complete thoughts. This often involves
attaching the fragment to an adjacent sentence or adding the missing grammatical
components. Careful review of sentence structure is a key practice in preventing these
errors and adhering to Chicago style.

Word Choice and Usage Woes

The precise selection of words and adherence to standard usage conventions are critical
components of effective writing. Misuse of words, including commonly confused pairs and
anachronistic or informal language, can detract from the clarity and professionalism of a
document.

Confusing Homophones and Similar-Sounding Words

A persistent problem in English writing, including work intended for Chicago style, is the
confusion between homophones and similar-sounding words. Pairs like "affect" and "effect,"
"there," "their," and "they're," or "to," "too," and "two" are frequently misused.
Understanding the distinct meanings and grammatical functions of these words is essential.

For example, "affect" is usually a verb meaning "to influence," while "effect" is typically a
noun meaning "a result." "Their" is a possessive pronoun, "there" refers to a place or is
used as an expletive, and "they're" is a contraction of "they are." Paying close attention to
context and definition will help prevent these common chicago style grammar
mistakes.



Maintaining Formal Tone and Avoiding Colloquialisms

Chicago style, particularly in academic and scholarly contexts, demands a formal tone. This
means avoiding slang, colloquialisms, and overly casual language. While some informal
language might be acceptable in creative writing, formal essays, research papers, and
published works require a more reserved and precise vocabulary. Using informal
contractions or idiomatic expressions can appear unprofessional and detract from the
seriousness of the content.

Capitalization Conundrums

Capitalization rules can be intricate, and deviations can lead to inconsistencies that signal a
lack of careful editing. Chicago style offers specific guidelines that differ in some respects
from other style guides.

Proper Nouns vs. Common Nouns

The fundamental rule is to capitalize proper nouns (specific names of people, places,
organizations, etc.) and leave common nouns in lowercase. However, the line can
sometimes blur, especially with titles, brand names, and historical periods. For instance,
while "president" is usually lowercase, "President Biden" is capitalized. Chicago style
provides detailed lists and examples for specific cases like government bodies, academic
departments, and official titles.

Titles of Works and Subtitles

Chicago style follows "title case" for titles of books, articles, and other works, meaning most
major words are capitalized. However, the manual provides specific rules for which words to
capitalize and which to leave lowercase, such as articles, prepositions, and conjunctions
unless they are the first or last word of the title or subtitle. Incorrect capitalization in titles is
a frequent, though often minor, oversight.

Number and Abbreviation Nuances

The treatment of numbers and abbreviations in Chicago style is governed by specific
conventions designed to ensure consistency and clarity.

When to Spell Out Numbers

Chicago style generally recommends spelling out numbers one through ten and using
numerals for numbers 11 and above. However, there are exceptions. Numbers that begin a
sentence are always spelled out. Numbers that represent statistical data, measurements,
percentages, or are part of a series of like items are typically written as numerals. Adhering
to these guidelines prevents inconsistency and makes numerical data easier to process.



Correct Use of Abbreviations

Abbreviations should be used judiciously and consistently. Chicago style has specific rules
for common abbreviations, such as those for units of measurement, time, and geographical
locations. When in doubt, it is often best to spell out the word, especially if the abbreviation
is not commonly understood or if it appears at the beginning of a sentence. Incorrect or
inconsistent use of abbreviations is a subtle yet common element among chicago style
grammar mistakes.

Possessive Pronoun Pitfalls

Possessive pronouns (mine, yours, his, hers, its, ours, theirs) can be tricky, especially when
confused with contractions or articles.

Distinguishing Possessive Pronouns from Contractions

The most common error here is the confusion between "its" (the possessive form of "it")
and "it's" (the contraction of "it is" or "it has"). As mentioned earlier, "its" shows ownership,
as in "The dog wagged its tail." "It's" introduces a statement or clause: "It's a beautiful
day." This is a classic example that many writers miss.

Correct Formation of Possessives

When forming possessives, especially with proper nouns or complex phrases, care must be
taken. For example, with names ending in 's', Chicago typically recommends adding an
apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "Charles's book"). However, for classical names ending in 's', an
apostrophe alone may suffice (e.g., "Pericles' speech"). Understanding these specific rules
helps avoid common chicago style grammar mistakes.

Addressing Other Frequent Chicago Style
Grammar Mistakes

Beyond the issues already discussed, several other grammatical and stylistic points
frequently lead to errors in Chicago-style writing. Vigilance in these areas contributes
significantly to overall polish.

Subject-Verb Agreement with Complex Subjects

Ensuring that verbs agree in number with their subjects can become complicated when
subjects are compound, interrupted by phrases, or when collective nouns are used. For
instance, with compound subjects joined by "and," the verb is typically plural ("The student
and the professor are attending"). With subjects joined by "or" or "nor," the verb agrees
with the subject closer to it ("Neither the students nor the instructor is aware"). Collective



nouns can be tricky; Chicago often treats them as singular when the group acts as a unit
("The committee has reached a decision").

Pronoun Agreement and Clarity

Pronouns must agree in number and gender with their antecedents (the nouns they refer
to). Ambiguous pronoun references are also problematic. If it's unclear which noun a
pronoun refers to, the sentence becomes confusing. For example, "Sarah told Emily that
she needed to leave." Who needed to leave? Revising to clarify the antecedent is crucial.
Chicago style often favors clarity over conciseness when pronoun ambiguity is a risk.

Misplaced and Dangling Modifiers

Modifiers are words or phrases that describe other words. When they are placed incorrectly,
they can create confusion or unintended humor. A misplaced modifier "modifies the wrong
word or phrase," while a dangling modifier "has no word to modify in the sentence." For
example, "Covered in dust, he found the old book." This implies the person was covered in
dust, not the book. Correcting these requires ensuring the modifier is placed directly next
to the word it describes.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common Chicago style grammar
mistake related to punctuation?

A: The most common Chicago style grammar mistakes related to punctuation often involve
comma splices and the incorrect use of apostrophes, particularly with possessives like "its"
versus contractions like "it's."

Q: How does Chicago style handle the serial comma
(Oxford comma)?

A: Chicago style generally recommends the use of the serial comma for clarity in lists of
three or more items, though there are specific stylistic exceptions outlined in the manual.

Q: Are sentence fragments acceptable in Chicago style?

A: No, sentence fragments are generally not acceptable in formal Chicago style writing as
they do not constitute complete sentences and can disrupt clarity.

Q: What are the typical rules for capitalizing numbers in



Chicago style?

A: Chicago style typically advises spelling out numbers one through ten and using numerals
for numbers 11 and above, with exceptions for numbers beginning sentences, statistical
data, and measurements.

Q: How should possessives be formed for names ending
in 's' according to Chicago style?

A: For most names ending in 's', Chicago style recommends adding an apostrophe and an
's' (e.g., "Charles's book"). However, for some classical names ending in 's', an apostrophe
alone may be used (e.qg., "Pericles' speech").

Q: What is the difference between a comma splice and a
fused sentence in Chicago style?

A: A comma splice occurs when two independent clauses are joined only by a comma, while
a fused sentence joins two independent clauses with no punctuation at all. Both are
considered run-on sentences and are errors in Chicago style.

Q: How does Chicago style advise writers to handle
ambiguous pronoun references?

A: Chicago style strongly advises writers to ensure pronoun references are clear and
unambiguous. If a pronoun could refer to more than one noun, the writer should rephrase
the sentence to explicitly state the antecedent.

Q: What are some common word usage errors that fall
under Chicago style grammar mistakes?

A: Common word usage errors include confusing homophones (e.g., "affect" vs. "effect,"
"there" vs. "their") and using informal or colloquial language when a formal tone is
required.
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