chicago style spelling conventions for
authors

chicago style spelling conventions for authors are a cornerstone of academic and professional writing,
providing a unified and consistent approach to language. Understanding these guidelines is crucial for
maintaining clarity, credibility, and adherence to established editorial standards. This comprehensive
guide will delve into the intricacies of Chicago style spelling, covering everything from general
principles to specific word choices and the importance of the dictionary of record. Whether you are a
seasoned author or new to publishing, mastering these conventions will elevate your work and ensure
it meets the rigorous demands of the Chicago Manual of Style. We will explore the role of American
versus British English, common areas of confusion, and how to effectively navigate the nuances of
spelling in your manuscripts.
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General Principles of Chicago Spelling

The Chicago Manual of Style (CMOS) offers a flexible yet firm approach to spelling, prioritizing clarity,
consistency, and readability for the intended audience. Generally, CMOS favors American English
spelling unless otherwise specified or dictated by the nature of the work. This means that words
typically ending in "-or" (e.qg., color, flavor) are preferred over "-our" (e.g., colour, flavour). Similarly, "-
ize" endings (e.g., organize, realize) are generally preferred over "-ise" (e.g., organise, realise),
though "-ise" is also acceptable if consistently applied and if it aligns with the chosen dictionary.

Consistency is paramount when it comes to spelling in Chicago style. Once a spelling has been
chosen, it must be maintained throughout the entire work. This applies not only to individual words
but also to proper nouns, names, and terms that might have variations. An author must decide on a
spelling for a particular term and stick to it, ensuring that the reader is not confused by differing
forms of the same word. This commitment to uniformity aids in the professional presentation of the
text and streamlines the editing process.

The Authority of the Dictionary

The Chicago Manual of Style emphasizes the importance of a reputable dictionary as the ultimate
arbiter of correct spelling. While CMOS provides guidelines, it defers to a chosen dictionary for
definitive answers on individual word spellings. Authors are encouraged to select a standard,



unabridged dictionary for reference, such as Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary or the Oxford
English Dictionary, depending on the project's scope and audience. The key is to choose one and use
it consistently for all spelling decisions.

This reliance on a dictionary ensures that authors are not making subjective spelling choices. Instead,
they are adhering to established linguistic norms. When encountering an unfamiliar word or a word
with multiple accepted spellings, consulting the designated dictionary becomes the definitive step.
This practice prevents inconsistencies and upholds the integrity of the written work, making it a
reliable resource for readers.

American vs. British English in Chicago Style

While Chicago style primarily adheres to American English spelling conventions, there are instances
where British English may be appropriate or even necessary. This often depends on the subject
matter, the target audience, or the author's intent. For example, a historical work focusing on British
literature or events might naturally incorporate British spellings. Similarly, if an author has a strong
background and preference for British English and consistently applies it, this can be accommodated.

The crucial element is to make an informed decision and, once made, to apply that choice with
unwavering consistency. If the decision is to use American English, then all words should follow that
standard. If a deviation is made for a specific reason to include British English spellings (e.g., "centre"
instead of "center," "grey" instead of "gray"), this decision must be explicitly stated or implicitly
understood, and then rigorously enforced throughout the text. The goal is to avoid a haphazard mix of
both.

When British English Might Be Preferred

Several scenarios might warrant the use of British English spelling conventions within a Chicago-style
publication. One primary reason is the subject matter itself; a book about British history, culture, or
linguistics would benefit from consistent use of British spellings to maintain authenticity. Another
consideration is the intended readership; if the primary audience is in the United Kingdom or uses
British English as their primary dialect, aligning the spelling can enhance reader engagement and
comprehension.

Furthermore, authors may have a stylistic preference or a particular academic tradition they are
following that leans towards British English. In such cases, it is essential to communicate this
preference to editors and ensure that the chosen dictionary reflects this choice. The key is not to
arbitrarily mix spellings but to make a deliberate and consistent decision based on the needs of the
project and its audience, ensuring that the entire manuscript adheres to the chosen standard.

Common Spelling Challenges and Solutions



Authors often encounter recurring challenges with spelling, particularly with words that have common
variations or are easily confused. One frequent area of difficulty lies with the "-able" and "-ible"
suffixes, as well as the "-ance" and "-ence" endings. For instance, "acceptable" versus "exceptable" or
"assistance" versus "assistence." The best approach here is to consult a dictionary and, once the
correct or preferred spelling is identified, to create a personal style sheet to track these specific word
choices for future reference.

Another common pitfall involves compound words, especially when their spelling can change
depending on whether they are used as a noun, adjective, or verb. Words like "cooperate" (verb)
versus "cooperation" (noun), or "re-elect" versus "reelect." The Chicago Manual of Style generally
prefers open compounds where possible (e.g., "online" often preferred over "on-line"), but
consistency is again the guiding principle. When in doubt, a dictionary or a style guide specifically
addressing compound word formation should be consulted.

Navigating Hyphenation and Compound Words

The proper use of hyphens in compound words can be a persistent puzzle for writers. Chicago style
generally favors open compounds (two words) or closed compounds (one word) over hyphenated
forms when they become common usage. For example, "website" is now the standard closed
compound, and "email" is also preferred over "e-mail." However, when a compound word is used as
an adjective before a noun, a hyphen is often required to clarify meaning. For instance, "a well-known
author" versus "the author is well known."

When a compound modifier is formed from an adverb ending in "-ly" and an adjective or participle, a
hyphen is typically not needed. For example, "a highly regarded scholar." The decision of whether to
hyphenate often hinges on whether the compound acts as a single conceptual unit modifying the
noun. If ambiguity can arise without a hyphen, it is best to use one. Again, consistent reference to a
reputable dictionary and, if necessary, CMOS itself, is essential for making these judgments
accurately and maintaining uniformity.

Dealing with Plurals and Possessives

The formation of plurals and possessives in English can present subtle but significant challenges. Most
plurals are formed by adding "-s" or "-es" (e.g., books, churches). However, irregular plurals require
specific attention (e.g., children, geese, data). Possessives are typically formed by adding an
apostrophe and an "-s" to singular nouns (e.qg., the author's book) and only an apostrophe to plural
nouns ending in "-s" (e.g., the authors' books). Proper nouns ending in "-s" can be tricky, with CMOS
often preferring to add "-es" for plurals (e.g., the Joneses) and "-'s" for possessives (e.g., James's).

The key to mastering plurals and possessives in Chicago style is to be aware of the common
exceptions and to consult a dictionary or style guide when unsure. For specific terminology within a
field, it is advisable to check industry standards. Consistent application of the rules, especially for
proper nouns and less common words, will prevent errors and ensure grammatical accuracy
throughout the manuscript, reinforcing the author's credibility.



The Role of the Dictionary of Record

In Chicago style, the "dictionary of record" serves as the ultimate authority for resolving spelling
disputes. This is not merely a suggestion; it is a fundamental requirement for maintaining consistency
and accuracy. Authors and editors must agree upon a specific dictionary (or dictionaries) that will be
used to settle any questions of correct spelling. Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary is a
commonly used and respected choice for American English.

The dictionary of record is essential because it provides standardized spellings that have been vetted
by lexicographers. When an author is uncertain about a word's spelling, or when there are multiple
accepted variations, the chosen dictionary offers a definitive answer. This eliminates subjectivity and
ensures that all writers working on a project are adhering to the same spelling standards, which is
critical for the final product's coherence and professionalism.

Selecting and Using Your Dictionary

The selection of a dictionary should be a deliberate choice, ideally made at the outset of a project,
especially if multiple authors or editors are involved. For most general-purpose writing in American
English, a current edition of Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary is a strong and widely accepted
choice. For more specialized or scholarly works, or if a British English focus is intended, consulting
resources like the Oxford English Dictionary might be necessary.

Once a dictionary is selected, its use should be consistent and thorough. Authors should make it a
habit to consult the dictionary whenever they encounter an unfamiliar word or a word with a potential
spelling variation. This proactive approach to checking spellings will significantly reduce errors and
ensure that the manuscript aligns with Chicago style conventions. Keeping notes on specific spelling
decisions, particularly for specialized terms, can also be highly beneficial.

Practical Application for Authors

For authors working within Chicago style, the practical application of spelling conventions begins with
a commitment to diligence and precision. It involves more than just typing words; it requires an
understanding of the underlying rules and a willingness to verify uncertain spellings. Creating a
personal style sheet is an invaluable tool for tracking specific word choices, especially for terms that
might be peculiar to a particular field or subject matter.

This style sheet should include not only individual word spellings but also any decisions made
regarding hyphenation, capitalization, and the use of specific prefixes or suffixes. For instance, if a
project involves a lot of technical jargon, noting the preferred spelling of those terms in the style
sheet will prevent inconsistencies and ensure that everyone involved in the project is on the same
page. This proactive approach saves time and prevents potential revisions later in the editorial
process.



Developing a Personal Style Sheet

A personal style sheet is a dynamic document that evolves with an author's experience and the
specific requirements of their projects. For Chicago style spelling, this sheet should be a centralized
repository for all spelling decisions that deviate from general rules or for words that have multiple
accepted spellings. It's particularly useful for authors who write across different genres or for various
publications, as it helps maintain consistency across their body of work.

When starting a new manuscript, or at the beginning of the editing process, review and update your
style sheet. Include entries for words you have found particularly challenging, common errors you
tend to make, or specific terms that require a particular spelling for clarity or accuracy. This
meticulous record-keeping is a hallmark of a professional writer and a key element in adhering to the
detailed requirements of Chicago style spelling conventions for authors.

Consistency in Usage

The ultimate goal of adhering to Chicago style spelling conventions is to achieve absolute consistency
throughout a manuscript. This means that a chosen spelling for a word must be used every single
time that word appears. Inconsistency in spelling can be jarring for the reader and can undermine the
author's credibility. It suggests a lack of attention to detail and can make the text appear
unprofessional.

Achieving this level of consistency requires careful proofreading and editing. Beyond automated spell-
checkers, which can sometimes miss context-specific errors or variations, manual review is essential.
Reading the manuscript aloud, reading it backward, or having another trusted individual proofread it
can help catch lingering inconsistencies. The commitment to uniform spelling is a fundamental aspect
of polished, professional writing in any style, and it is a cornerstone of Chicago style.

Conclusion: Maintaining Consistency

Mastering chicago style spelling conventions for authors is an ongoing process that demands
attention to detail and a commitment to established guidelines. By understanding the preference for
American English, the role of the dictionary of record, and the importance of personal style sheets,
authors can navigate the complexities of spelling with confidence. The consistent application of these
principles ensures clarity, professionalism, and the highest quality of written work.

Ultimately, adhering to Chicago style spelling is about more than just following rules; it's about
contributing to a tradition of clear, precise, and credible communication. The investment in
understanding and applying these conventions pays significant dividends in the final presentation of
your writing, making it a valuable asset for any author seeking to publish their work.



FAQ

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

A: Chicago style generally favors American English spelling, meaning words often end in "-or" (e.g.,
color) instead of "-our" (e.g., colour) and "-ize" (e.g., organize) instead of "-ise" (e.g., organise).
However, Chicago style allows for the consistent use of British English if the subject matter or
audience dictates, provided it is applied uniformly throughout the text.

Q: Which dictionary is recommended as the dictionary of
record for Chicago style?

A: While Chicago style defers to a chosen dictionary, Merriam-Webster's Collegiate Dictionary is a
commonly used and highly recommended dictionary for American English. The key is to select one
reputable dictionary and use it consistently to resolve any spelling ambiguities.

Q: How should authors handle words with multiple acceptable
spellings in Chicago style?

A: When a word has multiple acceptable spellings, the author should consult their chosen dictionary of
record. Once a spelling is selected, it must be used consistently throughout the entire manuscript.
Creating a personal style sheet to note these decisions can be very helpful.

Q: Is it acceptable to mix American and British spellings in a
Chicago style document?

A: No, it is not acceptable to arbitrarily mix American and British spellings. Chicago style emphasizes
consistency. An author must choose either American or British conventions (or a carefully considered
deviation) and adhere to it throughout the document.

Q: What are common areas of spelling confusion for authors
using Chicago style?

A: Common areas of confusion include words ending in "-able" vs. "-ible," "-ance" vs. "-ence," and the
correct formation of plurals and possessives. Hyphenation in compound words and their evolution
from hyphenated to closed or open forms also presents challenges.

Q: How does Chicago style address spelling for proper nouns
and names?

A: For proper nouns and names, consistency is paramount. Authors should research the preferred



spelling of names (e.qg., of people, organizations, or places) and use that spelling uniformly. If a name
has variations, the author should select one and stick with it, or consult CMOS for specific guidance if
ambiguity arises.

Q: When should an author use a hyphen in a compound word
according to Chicago style?

A: Chicago style generally prefers open or closed compounds when they become common usage (e.g.,
"website," "email"). Hyphens are often used when a compound word functions as an adjective before
a noun to avoid ambiguity (e.g., "a well-known author"). If unsure, consulting a dictionary or CMOS is
recommended.

Q: What is the benefit of creating a personal style sheet for
spelling conventions?

A: A personal style sheet serves as a reference tool to track specific spelling decisions, particularly for
unique terms or words with common variations. It ensures consistency across a manuscript or even
an author's entire body of work, reducing errors and streamlining the editing process.
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