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External examiners regularly comment on the misuse of the apostrophe in student work, which undermines the credibility of the writing.  If you follow the principles on this sheet, you will be able to check that you are using the apostrophe correctly every time.

Apostrophe of omission
Simply place the apostrophe exactly where any letters are missing.
	In full
	letter(s) missing
	abbreviated form

	it is
	i
	it’s

	it has
	ha
	it’s

	would have
	ha
	would’ve

	have not
	o
	haven’t

	could not have
	o ha
	couldn’t’ve



Strategy: work out the exact position of the letter(s) missing, and place the apostrophe there.

Anomalies
will not  won’t not willn’t                                    am I not  aren’t I not amn’t I
This only goes to show that Standard English is based on convention rather than logic.

The apostrophe of omission is used to indicate the way people speak, and is sometimes inappropriate in a formal essay, unless quoting what learners actually say.  On the other hand, the so-called ‘apostrophe of possession’ is very acceptable in a formal essay – if used accurately.

Apostrophe indicating for, of, by
What is usually referred to as the ‘apostrophe of possession’ often has nothing to do with possession.  (Check which this label applies to in the table below.)  This may be partly why it is so often wrongly used.
Consider: the author’s book = the book belongs to the author or the book by the author.
                 the book’s author does not mean the author belongs to the book.
Some learners may well know this and challenge any teacher who suggests the terminology should be ‘apostrophe of possession’...
In reality, this type of apostrophe replaces for, of or by in a fuller version.  (The genitive case.)

	In full 
	Word order changed + apostrophe
	last letter of full version

	the book by the author
	the author’s book
	r

	evening for Parents
	Parents’ evening
	s

	uniform for children
	children’s uniform
	n

	the work by each other
	each other’s work
	r

	the choice of the people
	the people’s choice
	e

	the responses by the students
	the students’ responses
	s

	the effect of the feedback
	the feedback’s effect
	k

	the research by Chris Watkins
	Chris Watkins’ research
	s



Strategy: work out what the full version is and identify the last letter.  Place the apostrophe after the last letter of the full version.  No exceptions!  (Dickens’s works and Dickens’ works are equally acceptable.)

Anomaly
The school changed its approach to assessment for learning.  approach of it = it’s approach?  By convention, it’s should ONLY be used for it is or it has.
Note that any reference to singular or plural complicates the issue and adds an extra barrier. (And a word such as people has plurals of people and peoples.)  
English is the only language to use an apostrophe, and when learning other languages all learners have to be able to ‘rewrite’ the boy’s head as the head of the boy for translation purposes.  In French this then becomes la tête du garçon and in Welsh pen y bachgen.  So turning the word order around is a method that can be used consistently in all subjects and all languages: bridging.
Advice: never use apostrophes to indicate plurals: GCSEs not GCSE’s.  This is equivalent to what is known as the “grocers’ apostrophe”, found in apple’s, orange’s etc., and should be avoided.
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