
chicago style punctuation errors

chicago style punctuation errors are a common pitfall for writers, even those with a strong command of
grammar. Mastering the nuances of the Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) can elevate your writing from
good to exceptional, ensuring clarity, professionalism, and adherence to a widely respected standard. This
comprehensive guide delves into the most frequent mistakes encountered when applying Chicago style
punctuation, offering detailed explanations and practical advice to help you avoid them. We will explore
common errors related to commas, semicolons, colons, apostrophes, hyphens, and quotation marks,
providing insights into their correct usage within the Chicago framework. Understanding these specific
punctuation challenges is crucial for academic papers, professional documents, and any writing project
where precision is paramount.
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Understanding Comma Conundrums

Commas are arguably the most frequently misused punctuation marks, and Chicago style offers specific
guidelines that can be tricky to navigate. One of the most prevalent errors involves the serial comma, also
known as the Oxford comma. While some styles omit the serial comma, Chicago style strongly
recommends its use in a series of three or more items. Failing to include it can lead to ambiguity. For
instance, "I invited the President, my mother and the Pope" could imply that the mother is the President
or that the Pope is the mother. With the serial comma, "I invited the President, my mother, and the Pope,"
the items are clearly delineated.

Another common comma error is the incorrect separation of independent clauses. A comma alone is
insufficient to join two independent clauses; this creates a comma splice, a grammatical error. Chicago style,
like most other styles, requires either a semicolon, a period, or a comma followed by a coordinating
conjunction (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet) to properly connect them. For example, "The experiment was a
success, we celebrated late into the night" is a comma splice. Correct versions include: "The experiment was
a success; we celebrated late into the night," or "The experiment was a success, so we celebrated late into
the night."



Misplaced commas in introductory phrases and clauses also represent a frequent oversight. Phrases or
clauses that precede the main subject and verb of a sentence generally require a comma. For instance,
"After the long meeting we went out for dinner" should be punctuated as "After the long meeting, we
went out for dinner." Similarly, conjunctive adverbs like "however," "therefore," and "moreover," when
used to connect independent clauses, are typically preceded by a semicolon and followed by a comma. "He
was tired; however, he continued to work."

Semicolon Slip-ups

Semicolons are often avoided due to perceived complexity, but their correct usage can significantly
enhance sentence structure and flow. A primary error is using a semicolon where a colon is more
appropriate, or vice versa. Semicolons are primarily used to connect two closely related independent clauses
that could stand alone as separate sentences. The key is that the ideas must be logically linked. For example,
"She studied diligently for weeks; her exam performance was outstanding." This clearly links the cause and
effect.

Conversely, using a semicolon to introduce a list or an explanation is incorrect. This is the role of the colon.
Another frequent mistake is employing a semicolon to separate a dependent clause from an independent
clause, or to join an independent clause with a phrase. Semicolons are exclusively for joining two full,
independent thoughts. For instance, "Having finished the manuscript; she sent it to the editor" is incorrect
because "Having finished the manuscript" is a participial phrase, not an independent clause.

The proper use of semicolons in lists is also a point of confusion. When items in a series already contain
internal commas, semicolons can be used to separate these complex items for clarity. For example, "We
visited Paris, France; Rome, Italy; and Madrid, Spain." This prevents confusion about which city and
country belong together.

Colon Misunderstandings

Colons serve as powerful punctuation marks to introduce, clarify, or expand upon what precedes them. A
common error is using a colon incorrectly to introduce a list after a verb or preposition. The clause
preceding the colon must be a complete, independent thought. For example, "The ingredients needed are:
flour, sugar, and eggs" is incorrect. It should be "The ingredients needed are flour, sugar, and eggs" or, if
you want to use a colon, "The ingredients needed are: flour, sugar, and eggs" is incorrect; it should be "The
required ingredients are: flour, sugar, and eggs."

Another frequent mistake is the overuse of colons for emphasis or to simply connect unrelated ideas. Colons
should signal that what follows will explain, illustrate, or enumerate something mentioned before. For



instance, "He had one goal: success" is correct because "success" explains his one goal. However, "The
weather was terrible: we stayed inside" is less ideal; a semicolon or period would be better suited unless
there's a strong cause-and-effect relationship being highlighted.

Colons are also essential for introducing quotations, especially longer ones, or for signifying the relationship
between two clauses where the second explains or illustrates the first. For example, "The reason for his
absence was clear: he had failed to prepare." This effectively uses the colon to introduce the explanation.

Apostrophe Abuses

Apostrophes are critical for indicating possession and for forming contractions, and their misuse is
widespread. The most common error is the confusion between "its" (possessive pronoun) and "it's"
(contraction of "it is" or "it has"). "The dog wagged its tail" is correct; "It's a beautiful day" is also correct.
Writing "The dog wagged it's tail" or "Its a beautiful day" are classic errors.

Incorrect pluralization using apostrophes is another prevalent issue. For example, writing "apple's for sale"
instead of "apples for sale" is a common mistake when referring to plurals of nouns. Apostrophes are
generally not used to form simple plurals of nouns, though there are exceptions for letters, numbers, and
sometimes abbreviations when clarity demands it (e.g., "mind your p's and q's" or "the 1980's"—though
CMOS prefers "the 1980s").

Possessive apostrophes themselves can be tricky, especially with irregular plurals or nouns ending in "s."
For singular nouns ending in "s," Chicago style generally recommends adding an apostrophe and an "s" (e.g.,
"Charles's book," "the boss's office"). However, for singular proper nouns ending in "s" where the addition of
another "s" would be awkward or sound strange, an apostrophe alone may be used (e.g., "Jesus' disciples"),
though the former is often preferred for consistency. For plural nouns ending in "s," simply add an
apostrophe (e.g., "the students' papers").

Hyphen Hurdles

Hyphens are used to join words to form compound modifiers or to indicate word breaks. A frequent error
involves the misuse of hyphens with compound adjectives. When a compound modifier precedes the noun
it modifies, it is usually hyphenated. For instance, "a well-known author" is correct, but "an author who is
well known" does not require a hyphen because "well" and "known" are separated by the noun. However,
if the compound modifier comes after the noun, it is typically not hyphenated unless it forms a fixed
phrase.



Another hurdle is the confusion between hyphens and en dashes or em dashes. Hyphens are the shortest of
the three. En dashes typically indicate ranges (e.g., "pages 10–20") or connections, while em dashes are used
for parenthetical phrases or abrupt breaks in thought. Mistaking these can lead to stylistic inconsistencies.
For example, using a hyphen to set off a parenthetical phrase like "The results—surprisingly good—were
published immediately" is incorrect; an em dash should be used.

The hyphenation of prefixes also causes problems. Generally, prefixes are attached to the root word without
a hyphen (e.g., "preheat," "nonlinear"). However, a hyphen is often used to prevent awkward letter
combinations or to avoid ambiguity, especially with proper nouns or when the prefix is attached to a word
starting with the same vowel (e.g., "re-enter" to distinguish from "renter," though CMOS often favors
"reenter" if clarity is maintained). Consult CMOS for specific guidance on prefix hyphenation.

Quotation Mark Quandaries

The placement of punctuation with quotation marks is a persistent area of confusion, particularly with
periods and commas. Chicago style, unlike some other styles, places periods and commas outside of closing
quotation marks when they are not part of the quoted material itself. For example, "She said, 'I'm going
home.'" is incorrect in Chicago style. The correct form is "She said, 'I'm going home.'" This is a significant
departure from British English and some other American style guides.

The use of single and double quotation marks is also a point of attention. Chicago style uses double quotation
marks for direct quotations and single quotation marks for quotations within quotations. For instance: "The
professor stated, 'The research indicates that students who study regularly perform better.'" If the student
in the example were quoting the professor, it might look like: "The student recalled, 'The professor stated,
"The research indicates that students who study regularly perform better."'"

Another common error involves the punctuation of questions and exclamations within quotations. If the
quoted material itself is a question or exclamation, the punctuation should remain inside the quotation
marks. "He asked, 'Are you coming?'" is correct. If the entire sentence is a question but the quotation is not,
the question mark goes outside: "Did she say, 'I'm going home'?"

Common Chicago Style Punctuation Errors in Practice

Applying Chicago style punctuation in real-world writing often reveals the subtle but important
differences from other commonly used styles. For writers accustomed to omitting the serial comma,
remembering to include it in every series of three or more items is a crucial adjustment. This consistent
application of the serial comma significantly enhances clarity in complex lists.



The distinction between the roles of semicolons and colons can be a recurring challenge. Many writers tend
to over-rely on commas or resort to periods where a semicolon might provide a smoother transition
between closely related ideas, or fail to use colons to introduce explanations or lists where they would be
most effective. Practicing sentence construction with both marks is essential.

Apostrophe errors, particularly the "its" vs. "it's" confusion and incorrect pluralization, are pervasive and
require diligent proofreading. Similarly, mastering the hyphenation of compound modifiers, especially
when they appear before or after the noun, demands careful attention to the specific context. Finally, the
peculiar placement of periods and commas outside quotation marks in Chicago style often trips up writers,
necessitating conscious effort to break from ingrained habits.

FAQ

Q: What is the most common Chicago style punctuation error?
A: The most common Chicago style punctuation error is often considered the misuse or omission of the
serial comma (Oxford comma). While its use is recommended in Chicago style for clarity in lists of three or
more items, many writers either forget to use it or are accustomed to omitting it from other style guides.

Q: How does Chicago style handle punctuation with quotation marks, and
what are common errors?
A: Chicago style places periods and commas outside of closing quotation marks when they are not part of
the quoted material. Common errors include mistakenly placing these punctuation marks inside the
quotation marks, a practice common in some other style guides.

Q: When should I use a semicolon versus a colon in Chicago style?
A: In Chicago style, semicolons are used to connect two closely related independent clauses that could stand
alone as sentences. Colons are used to introduce lists, explanations, elaborations, or quotations, and the clause
preceding the colon must be a complete independent clause. A common error is using a semicolon to
introduce a list, which is the function of a colon.

Q: What are the rules for apostrophes in Chicago style, and what are
common mistakes?
A: Chicago style uses apostrophes for contractions (like "it's" for "it is") and for possessives. Common mistakes
include confusing "its" (possessive) with "it's" (contraction) and incorrectly using apostrophes to form plural
nouns (e.g., writing "apple's" instead of "apples"). The rules for possessives with nouns ending in 's' can also



be a point of confusion.

Q: How are hyphens used for compound modifiers in Chicago style, and
where do errors occur?
A: Hyphens are used in Chicago style to connect words that form a single descriptive unit (a compound
modifier) when it appears before the noun it modifies (e.g., "a well-behaved dog"). Errors occur when
writers incorrectly hyphenate compound modifiers that appear after the noun or when they fail to
hyphenate them when they precede the noun. Confusion with en dashes and em dashes is also an error.

Q: What is the rule for single versus double quotation marks in Chicago
style?
A: Chicago style uses double quotation marks (" ") for primary quotations and single quotation marks (' ') for
quotations that appear within another quotation. A common error is reversing this order or failing to use
single quotes for nested quotations.

Q: Is the serial comma always mandatory in Chicago style?
A: While Chicago style strongly recommends the serial comma (the comma before the last item in a list of
three or more) for clarity, its use is not strictly mandatory in all situations, particularly if its omission does
not create ambiguity. However, for best practice and to adhere to the spirit of Chicago style, it is generally
best to include it.

Q: How does Chicago style handle possessives for names ending in "s"?
A: For singular proper nouns ending in "s," Chicago style generally recommends adding an apostrophe and
an "s" (e.g., "Charles's book"). However, for some classical names or when the addition sounds awkward, an
apostrophe alone may be acceptable (e.g., "Jesus' disciples"), though the former is often preferred for
consistency.
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