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1) Possessive 
 
a) Distinguish between  

 
• a simple plural (there are three books here; oranges are juicy; her essays were all 

excellent) where no apostrophe is required 
   and 

• the possessive (the girl’s books are here; the oranges’ juice was refreshing; the 
essays’ marks were all excellent) where an apostrophe is required. 

 
 
b) Forming the singular possessive: 
 

• Add ‘s to the end of the possessive noun 
one orange’s juice  
a city’s people 
the glass’s contents 
one child’s toy 

 
c) Forming the plural possessive: 
 

• Write the plural form of the possessive noun 
oranges 
cities 
glasses 
children 
 

• If the plural ends in s, as most English plurals do, add an apostrophe 
 five oranges’ juice 
 two cities’ people 
 several glasses’ contents 
 

• If the plural does not end in s, add ‘s 
 children’s toys 

 
 

d) Names ending in s 
 

• Either follow the rule for the singular  
 Charles’s book 
 Dickens’s novel 

 



• Or treat the name as plural, especially if it already contains an s  
 Charles’ book 
 Jesus’ teachings 
 Odysseus’ travels 

 
 
e) Joint possession 
 

• If two people possess something jointly, add the apostrophe to the second 
noun 

Tim and Susan’s wedding 
Ann and James’ apartment 
 

• If people possess things separately, add an apostrophe to each noun 
Paul’s and Mary’s essays 
the plumber’s and electrician’s bills 

 
 
f) Personal pronouns  
 

• There is no apostrophe with personal pronouns:  his, hers, ours, yours, theirs, its 
 

• it’s is not a possessive, but a contraction of it is. Do not use contractions in formal 
writing (see below). 

 
 

2) Contractions 
 
Apostrophes are used to indicate missing letters when a word or phrase has been contracted e.g. 
doesn’t (does not), should’ve (should have), who’s (who is), the election of ’92 (the election of 
1992). 
 
However, most contractions are considered to be colloquial, so do not use them in formal 
academic writing. 

 
 
 


