common apostrophe mistakes

Introduction

The humble apostrophe, a small but mighty punctuation mark, often finds itself at the
center of grammatical debates and widespread confusion. Understanding and correctly
using apostrophes is crucial for clear and professional communication, whether in
academic writing, business correspondence, or even casual online content. This
comprehensive guide delves deep into the most common apostrophe mistakes,
illuminating the nuances of possessives, contractions, and plurals. We'll explore why these
errors are so prevalent and offer practical, easy-to-understand explanations and solutions.
Mastering apostrophe usage will elevate your writing, ensuring your message is conveyed
with precision and authority. Prepare to demystify the apostrophe and conquer those
tricky situations that often lead to common apostrophe mistakes.
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Understanding the Two Primary Uses of
Apostrophes

The apostrophe primarily serves two distinct grammatical functions: indicating possession
and showing the omission of letters in contractions. While these two roles seem
straightforward, their application can become surprisingly complex, leading to a host of
common apostrophe mistakes. Recognizing these fundamental uses is the first step toward
accurate punctuation. When used for possession, an apostrophe signals that one thing
belongs to another. For contractions, it acts as a substitute for missing letters, shortening



words or phrases.

Possession is demonstrated by adding an apostrophe and an 's' to a singular noun, or just
an apostrophe to a plural noun that already ends in 's'. Contractions, on the other hand,
involve combining two words, with the apostrophe marking the dropped letters. For
example, "it is" becomes "it's," and "they are" becomes "they're." The misuse of
apostrophes in these foundational contexts is a significant source of error, often stemming
from a misunderstanding of their specific rules and exceptions. This article will
meticulously dissect these common apostrophe mistakes and provide clarity.

Common Apostrophe Mistakes with Possessives

Possessives are arguably the most fertile ground for common apostrophe mistakes. The
rules, while generally consistent, have nuances that trip up even experienced writers.
Understanding how to correctly form possessives for singular nouns, plural nouns, and
proper nouns is essential. Many people incorrectly assume that any word ending in 's'
needs an apostrophe, or conversely, that plural words never require one. These
assumptions lead to frequent errors.

Singular Possessives: The Apostrophe and 's' Rule

For singular nouns, the standard rule is to add an apostrophe and an 's' ('s) to show
possession. This applies whether the singular noun ends in 's' or not. A common
apostrophe mistake here is to omit the 's' after the apostrophe for singular nouns that end
in 's'. For instance, "James's book" is correct, as is "the boss's car." However, many writers
mistakenly write "James' book" or "the boss' car." While some style guides permit omitting
the 's' for singular nouns ending in 's' if they are ancient names (e.g., Moses' laws), for
most modern usage, the 's' is preferred for clarity and consistency.

Another frequent error is misplaced apostrophes in compound subjects or objects when
indicating possession. For example, if John and Mary bought a car together, it's "John and
Mary's car," not "John's and Mary's car" unless they each own separate cars. The
possessive is typically placed on the last noun in the series. This subtlety is often
overlooked, contributing to common apostrophe mistakes in everyday writing.

Plural Possessives: The 's' Apostrophe Rule

Forming possessives for plural nouns requires careful attention to whether the plural noun
already ends in 's'. If the plural noun ends in 's' (which is most common), you simply add
an apostrophe after the 's' to indicate possession. For example, "the students' essays" and
"the dogs' toys." A prevalent common apostrophe mistake is to add an apostrophe and an
's' to a plural noun that already ends in 's', turning "the students' essays" into "the
students's essays." This is grammatically incorrect.

For irregular plural nouns that do not end in 's’, you follow the same rule as singular



nouns: add an apostrophe and an 's'. For instance, "the children's laughter" and "the men's
room." The common apostrophe mistake here is often treating these irregular plurals as if
they should be treated like regular plurals, perhaps by simply adding an apostrophe
without the 's', leading to errors like "the childrens' laughter."

Possessives with Proper Nouns

Proper nouns follow the same rules as common nouns for possessives. For singular proper
nouns ending in 's', the debate on whether to add 's or just an apostrophe continues, but
most style guides, like the Chicago Manual of Style, recommend adding 's for clarity. So,
"Charles's reign" is generally preferred over "Charles' reign." For plural proper nouns
ending in 's', like "the Smiths," the possessive form is "the Smiths' house." A common
apostrophe mistake is to incorrectly form the possessive for plural proper nouns, such as
writing "the Smith's house" when referring to the house belonging to Mr. and Mrs. Smith.

When dealing with names that have unusual spellings or pronunciations ending in 's' or 'z',
there can be more flexibility, but consistency is key. For clarity, adhering to the standard
rules helps avoid common apostrophe mistakes and ensures your writing is understood.
The principle remains: if it's singular, generally add 's; if it's plural and ends in 's', add an
apostrophe; if it's plural and doesn't end in 's', add 's.

Common Apostrophe Mistakes with Contractions

Contractions are where many common apostrophe mistakes occur, often due to confusion
with possessive pronouns or simply misplacing the apostrophe. Contractions are formed
by combining two words and omitting one or more letters, with the apostrophe indicating
the location of the omitted letters. The most frequent errors involve confusing contractions
with similar-sounding possessive words.

It's vs. Its: The Ultimate Apostrophe Battleground

This is perhaps the most notorious of all common apostrophe mistakes. "It's" is a
contraction of "it is" or "it has." For example, "It's raining outside." "Its," without an
apostrophe, is the possessive form of "it." It indicates ownership or belonging. For
instance, "The dog wagged its tail." The key to distinguishing between them is to try
replacing the word with "it is." If the sentence still makes sense, use "it's." If not, use "its."
Many writers erroneously use "it's" when they mean the possessive "its," leading to
widespread common apostrophe mistakes.

You're vs. Your: Another Frequent Foe

Similar to the "it's/its" confusion, "you're" is a contraction of "you are." For example,
"You're going to love this article." "Your" is the possessive form of "you," indicating
something belongs to you. For instance, "Is this your pen?" Again, the substitution test
works: if "you are" fits the sentence, use "you're"; otherwise, use "your." The incorrect use
of "your" instead of "you're" is a very common apostrophe mistake.



There, Their, and They're: The Trifecta of Trouble

This trio presents another significant source of common apostrophe mistakes. "They're" is
a contraction of "they are." For example, "They're coming over soon." "Their" is the
possessive form of "they," indicating something belongs to them. For instance, "Their car
is parked outside." "There" refers to a place or is used as an expletive to start a sentence.
For example, "Put the book over there," or "There is a cat on the roof." The confusion
between these homophones, particularly with "they're," is a very common apostrophe
mistake. Remembering that "they're" has an apostrophe because it's a contraction of "they
are" can help.

Other Common Contraction Errors

Beyond the most common culprits, other contractions also fall prey to errors. For instance,
"you've" (you have) and "you'll" (you will) are often misspelled. Similarly, "we're" (we are)
and "we've" (we have) can be sources of common apostrophe mistakes. The general rule
for contractions is to place the apostrophe where letters have been omitted. For example,
in "can't," the apostrophe replaces the 'n' and 'o' from "cannot." Forgetting the apostrophe
entirely or placing it incorrectly are common apostrophe mistakes.

Common Apostrophe Mistakes with Plurals

Apostrophes are never used to make a noun plural. This is one of the most fundamental
and frequently violated rules, leading to what are often called "greengrocer's
apostrophes." These are apostrophes that appear in places where they do not indicate
possession or a contraction, most commonly in front of an 's' that is simply forming a
plural noun.

The "Greengrocer's Apostrophe” Epidemic

This common apostrophe mistake involves adding an apostrophe before the 's' to make a
regular noun plural. For example, seeing signs like "Apple's for sale" or "Banana's 50 cents
a pound." The correct way to indicate plural apples is "Apples," and plural bananas is
"Bananas." There is no possession or missing letter to indicate with an apostrophe. This is
a persistent and widespread error in public signage and casual writing.

Similarly, people often mistakenly pluralize acronyms or initialisms with an apostrophe,
such as "PC's" or "DVD's." While style guides have evolved, the most widely accepted
practice is to simply add an 's' for plurals of acronyms and initialisms, like "PCs" and
"DVDs." The exception is if the acronym itself contains an apostrophe or if adding an 's'
would create confusion with a possessive form. However, for the vast majority of cases,
omitting the apostrophe for plurals is the correct approach and avoids common
apostrophe mistakes.



Plurals of Numbers and Letters

Another area where common apostrophe mistakes appear is with plurals of numbers and
letters. To make a letter plural, you typically add an apostrophe and an 's' to avoid
confusion with word meanings. For instance, "Mind your p's and q's." This helps
distinguish the letter 'p' from the word 'pe.' Similarly, when referring to decades, "the
1990's" is commonly seen, but modern style guides increasingly prefer "the 1990s"
without the apostrophe, as there is no ambiguity or possessive meaning. However, if a
sentence structure demanded clarity, like "He graduated in the '90s," the apostrophe is
used to represent the omitted "19." When in doubt, check your specific style guide, but
generally, for numbers and initialisms, the apostrophe is unnecessary for pluralization and
its inclusion is a common apostrophe mistake.

Apostrophe Errors in Specific Contexts

Certain writing contexts are particularly prone to common apostrophe mistakes due to the
specific demands of the form or the audience. Recognizing these nuances can help writers
avoid common pitfalls and maintain professionalism.

Business and Professional Writing

In business communication, correct grammar and punctuation are crucial for establishing
credibility. Common apostrophe mistakes in this arena, such as misusing "its" for "it's" in
marketing copy or reports, can undermine a company's professionalism. For instance, a
faulty possessive in a company name like "Smith's Manufacturing" if it should be "Smiths
Manufacturing" (referring to the family) can create an unintended impression. Ensuring

all possessives and contractions are correctly formed is paramount.

Similarly, when referring to company departments or multiple employees, using the
correct plural possessive is vital. "The marketing team's new strategy" is correct, but "The
marketing's team new strategy" is a common apostrophe mistake. Accuracy in business
writing reflects attention to detail and a commitment to quality.

Academic Writing and Formal Essays

Academic writing adheres to strict grammatical standards. Common apostrophe mistakes,
especially regarding contractions, are generally not tolerated. For example, using "don't"
or "can't" in a formal academic paper is typically considered inappropriate. The
expectation is to write out "do not" and "cannot." The misuse of possessives, such as an
incorrectly formed plural possessive for a scholarly journal's title, could also be a source of
error.

When citing sources, especially those with possessive titles or author names, accuracy
with apostrophes is essential. Forgetting an apostrophe in an author's name or incorrectly
pluralizing a possessive title can lead to citation errors and detract from the rigor of the



academic work.

Online Content and Social Media

While online content and social media often have a more relaxed approach to grammar,
common apostrophe mistakes still abound and can affect clarity and perceived authority.
The "its/it's" and "your/you're" confusions are rampant. For bloggers, social media
managers, and content creators, understanding these basic apostrophe rules is important
for building a connection with their audience and maintaining a professional image, even
in informal settings.

The "greengrocer's apostrophe" is also frequently seen in online advertising or informal
posts. While sometimes attributed to hurried typing, consistent errors can make content
appear unprofessional. Recognizing and correcting these common apostrophe mistakes

can significantly improve the readability and impact of online communication.

Tips for Avoiding Common Apostrophe Mistakes

Fortunately, there are several practical strategies and habits that can help writers
consistently avoid common apostrophe mistakes. By incorporating these tips into your
writing process, you can significantly improve your accuracy.

¢ Read your writing aloud: Hearing your sentences can help you catch awkward
phrasing or incorrect word choices, including misused apostrophes. For example,
reading "Its a beautiful day" aloud might reveal that "it's" sounds more natural.

e Use the substitution test: For possessives versus contractions, this is invaluable. If
you can substitute "it is" or "you are," use the form with the apostrophe.

e Understand the possessive rule: Remember: singular possessive usually adds 's,
plural possessive ending in 's just adds an apostrophe.

¢ Know your homophones: Make a conscious effort to learn and differentiate
between commonly confused words like "there/their/they're" and "your/you're."

e Proofread specifically for apostrophes: Dedicate a pass during your editing
process solely to checking apostrophe usage. Look for missing apostrophes in
contractions and misplaced apostrophes in plurals.

e Consult a style guide: For formal writing, refer to a reputable style guide (e.g.,
Chicago Manual of Style, AP Stylebook) for specific rules and preferences.

e Practice, practice, practice: The more you consciously apply the rules and review
your work, the more natural correct apostrophe usage will become.



e Utilize grammar checkers, but don't solely rely on them: Grammar checking
tools can catch many common apostrophe mistakes, but they are not infallible.
Always use your own judgment.

By actively employing these methods, writers can systematically reduce the frequency of
common apostrophe mistakes in their work, leading to clearer, more polished, and more
professional communication.

Conclusion

The apostrophe, though small, carries significant weight in written English, and mastering
its usage is key to effective communication. We've explored the most prevalent common
apostrophe mistakes, from the perplexing "it's" versus "its" and "your" versus "you're" to
the ubiquitous "greengrocer's apostrophe" that incorrectly pluralizes nouns.
Understanding the fundamental rules for possessives, contractions, and plurals is the first

step in eradicating these errors.

By diligently applying strategies such as the substitution test, reading aloud, and
dedicating specific proofreading passes to apostrophe accuracy, writers can confidently
navigate these tricky punctuation challenges. Eliminating common apostrophe mistakes
not only refines your writing but also enhances your credibility and ensures your message
is conveyed with precision and professionalism. Embrace these guidelines to polish your
prose and leave a lasting impression.

Frequently Asked Questions

What's the most common apostrophe mistake?

The most common mistake is the misuse of apostrophes for plurals, like writing 'apple's'
instead of 'apples'.

When do you use an apostrophe for possession?

You use an apostrophe for possession to show that something belongs to someone or
something. For singular nouns, add 's (e.g., 'the dog's bone'). For plural nouns ending in
's', just add an apostrophe (e.g., 'the students' books').

How do you handle possessive proper nouns ending in
's'?
There's some debate, but the most common and widely accepted rule is to add another 's'

(e.g., 'James's car'). However, for names ending in 's', adding just an apostrophe is also
sometimes accepted (e.g., 'James' car'). Consistency is key.



What's the difference between 'its' and 'it's'?

'It's' is a contraction of 'it is' or 'it has'. 'Its' is the possessive form of 'it', meaning
belonging to it (e.g., 'The cat licked its paw').

Why shouldn't I use apostrophes for simple plurals?

Apostrophes are primarily for possession and contractions. Using them for plurals is
grammatically incorrect and can create confusion.

How do you make a name ending in 's' possessive when
it's already plural?

You treat it as a plural possessive. For example, if you have two friends named 'Jones’,
their house would be 'the Joneses' house'.

Are there exceptions to the 'add 's' for singular
possession' rule?

Yes, for some classical names or situations where pronunciation would be awkward, you
might only add an apostrophe (e.g., 'Jesus' teachings'). However, adding 's' is generally
preferred.

What are common errors with compound possessives?

One common error is misplacing the apostrophe in compound subjects. For instance, 'John
and Mary's house' means they own one house together. 'John's and Mary's houses' means
they each own separate houses.

When do apostrophes indicate omitted letters
(contractions)?

Apostrophes indicate omitted letters in contractions, such as 'don't' (do not), 'can't’
(cannot), and 'I'm' (I am). The apostrophe replaces the missing letter(s).

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common apostrophe mistakes, each with a short
description:

1.

Possessive Predicaments: A Guide to 'Its' and 'It's'

This practical handbook delves into one of the most common apostrophe pitfalls: the
confusing distinction between the possessive pronoun "its" and the contraction "it's."
Through clear examples and engaging exercises, readers will master when to use which,



saving them from embarrassing grammatical errors. The book also explores other tricky
possessive cases, ensuring a solid understanding of this often-misunderstood punctuation
mark.

2.

The Plural of Nouns: Where Did the Apostrophe Go?

This insightful volume tackles the rampant misuse of apostrophes to form plurals. It
explains the fundamental rules of pluralization for nouns, demonstrating why apostrophes
are unnecessary and incorrect in most cases. Readers will learn to confidently identify and
avoid this common error, improving the clarity and accuracy of their writing. The book
offers a historical perspective on why this mistake persists and provides strategies for
breaking the habit.

3.

Your Time to Shine: Mastering 'You're' and 'Your"

This friendly guide focuses on the persistent confusion between the contraction "you're"
(you are) and the possessive pronoun "your." It offers simple mnemonic devices and
contextual examples to help writers internalize the correct usage. By the end of this book,
readers will no longer falter when deciding which word to use, significantly enhancing the
professionalism of their communication. The text also touches on other pronoun-
apostrophe confusions.

4.

The Apostrophe's Apprentice: From Contractions to
Confusion

Designed for aspiring writers and seasoned professionals alike, this book serves as a
comprehensive manual for apostrophe usage, with a special emphasis on contractions. It
meticulously breaks down the formation of contractions like "don't," "can't," and "it's,"
illustrating their proper application. The book also addresses common errors in this area,
empowering readers to use contractions accurately and effectively. It provides ample
practice opportunities to solidify learning.

5.

To Whom It May Concern: Apostrophes and Pronoun
Problems

This focused exploration examines the intersection of apostrophes and pronoun usage,
particularly with possessive pronouns. It clarifies why possessive pronouns like "his,"
"hers," "ours," and "theirs" never require apostrophes, a frequently made error. Through
targeted lessons and relatable anecdotes, the book aims to eliminate this specific
punctuation blunders from a writer's repertoire. The text also addresses the confusion
with demonstrative pronouns.



Who's on First? Demystifying "Who's' and "Whose'

This essential resource tackles the notorious "who's" versus "whose" dilemma head-on. It
provides clear, concise explanations and practical exercises to help readers distinguish
between the contraction "who's" (who is/who has) and the possessive pronoun "whose." By
mastering this common distinction, writers can avoid awkward phrasing and grammatical
inaccuracies. The book also includes tips for remembering the rules.

7.

The Case of the Missing Apostrophe: When to Omit and
When to Use

This engaging book explores the nuances of apostrophe usage, focusing on situations
where apostrophes are correctly omitted. It delves into the rules governing possessive
nouns that end in 's' and the proper use of apostrophes in contractions. Readers will gain a
deeper understanding of when an apostrophe is necessary for clarity and meaning, and
when its absence is the correct grammatical choice. The book offers a balanced
perspective on apostrophe application.

8.

Beyond 'It's' and 'Your's': Advanced Apostrophe
Etiquette

Moving beyond the basics, this advanced guide tackles more intricate apostrophe
challenges. It covers complex possessive forms, such as singular nouns ending in 's' and
plural nouns ending in 's,' with clear, expert advice. The book also addresses less common
but still prevalent apostrophe errors. Readers will refine their punctuation skills and
achieve a higher level of writing precision. It includes a section on stylistic choices.

9.

Grammar Guardians: The Apostrophe Offensive

This empowering book frames apostrophe usage as a battle for grammatical integrity. It
identifies and dissects the most common apostrophe offenses, offering readers the
knowledge and tools to combat them. Through a spirited and accessible approach, the
book aims to equip writers with the confidence to wield apostrophes correctly in all their
writing endeavors. It emphasizes the impact of correct punctuation on credibility and
clarity.
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