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Literacy 
The Apostrophe  



THE APOSTROPHE 

Rule 1

Use the apostrophe with contr act ions . The apostrophe i s a lways p laced at the 

spot where the let ter(s)  has  been removed.

Examples:

I  don' t  l i ke  Maths 

I sn ' t  i t  a  ve r y  co ld  day?  

You ' re  r i ght . 

He's  a g reat  teacher.

Rule 2

Use the apostrophe to show possess ion . P lace the apostrophe before the s to 

show s ingu lar  possess ion .

Examples:

Th is  boy ' s  coat

One woman's  dog 

Th i s  act ress ' s  wor s t  mov ie . 

A ch i ld ' s  toy  

Ms . Ward 's  Eng l i sh  c lass

NOTE: Although names ending in s or an s sound are not requ i red to have the 

second s  added in possess ive form, i t  i s  poss ible  to add an extr a s .

Examples:

Davy Jones ' s  locker

Davy Jones ’  locker
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Yeats ’  bes t  poem

Yeats ’ s  best  poem

Rule 3

Use the apostrophe where the noun that  should fo l low i s  impl ied .

Example:

Th is  was h i s  fa ther ' s , not  h i s , jacket .

Rule 4

When p lur a l nouns are possess ive , make the noun p lur a l , then immediate ly use 

the apostrophe a f ter  i t .

Examples:

Two f r iends '  schoo l  bags 

two women's  houses 

two act resses '  mov ies

two ch i ld ren 's  toys  

the Murphys '  houses

Rule 5

Do not use an apostrophe for  the p lur a l  o f  a  name .

Examples:

We v i s i ted the Murphys  in  Cor k .

The Mul lens  have two f i sh  and a dog .

Rule 6

With a s ingu lar  compound noun, show possess ion wi th ' s  at  the end of  the word .

Example:

My mother- in - law's  w ig

Rule 7

I f  the compound noun i s  p lur a l , form the p lur a l  f i r s t  and then use the apostrophe .
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Example: 

My two brother s - in - law's  company.

Rule 8

Use the apostrophe and s a f ter the second name only i f two people possess the 

same th ing .

Examples:

Macbeth and Lady Macbeth 's  c r ime .

S tephen ’ s  and Anna's  tes t  resu l t s  a re awfu l .

In  the above sentence there i s  separ ate owner sh ip.

Stephen and Anna's  tes t  resu l t s  were bet te r.

Ind icates  jo int  owner sh ip of  more than one ident ica l  test .

Rule 9

You never use an apostrophe with possess ive pronouns : h is , her s , i t s , the i r s , our s , 

your s , whose . They a l ready show possess ion so they do not requ i re an apostrophe .

Correct:

Th is  car  i s  her s , not  your s .

Incorrect:

Your ' s  S incere l y.

Rule 10

The on ly t ime an apostrophe i s used for i t ' s i s when i t i s a contr act ion for i t i s or 

i t  has .

Examples:

I t ' s  a  beaut i fu l  day.

I t ' s  up to  you .

I t ' s  been g reat  meet ing you .

Rule 11

The p lur a l s for cap i ta l le t ter s and number s used as nouns are not formed with 

apostrophes .
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Examples:

She consu l ted w i th  th ree T.D.s .

BUT

She went  to  th ree T.D.s '  c l in i cs .

The apostrophe i s  needed here to show p lur a l  possess ive .

She lear ned her  ABCs .

the 1990s not  the 1990's

the '90s or  the mid- '80s not  the '90's  o r  the mid- '70's

She lear ned her  t imes tables  fo r  6s  and 7s .

Exception:

Use apostrophes wi th cap i ta l le t ter s and number s when the meaning would be 

unc lear  otherwise .

Examples:

P lease dot  your  i ' s .

Ted cou ldn ' t  d i s t ingu i sh between h i s  6 's  and 0 's . 

You need to use the apostrophe to ind icate the p lur a l o f zero. W i thout the 

apost rophe i t would look l i ke the word Os . To be cons i s tent wi th in the sentence , 

you a l so use the apostrophe to ind icate the p lur a l  o f  6's .

Rule 12

Use the possess ive case in  f ront  of  a  present  par t ic ip le(- i ng  word) .

Examples:

Soph ia ' s  danc ing was a joy  to  beho ld .

Th i s  does not  s top Mr Hogan's  put t ing us  a l l  on detent ion .

Rule 13

I f the present par t ic ip le has a pronoun in f ront of i t , use the possess ive form of 

that  pronoun.
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Examples:

I apprec ia te your inv i t ing me to d inner. I apprec ia ted h i s wor k ing w i th me to reso l ve 

the conf l i c t .

"As cha i rman of the Apostrophe Protect ion Soc iety (www.apostrophe .or g .uk) , I 

had to wr i te and express my p leasure at see ing your v iew on the apostrophe and 

names ending in  an  s . "  —John Richards
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