common possessive mistakes

Sure, here is the article on common possessive mistakes:

Mastering Possessives: Avoiding Common Mistakes in
Writing

Possessives are a fundamental aspect of English grammar, indicating ownership or a close
relationship. However, even experienced writers often stumble over their correct usage, leading to
confusion and errors. Understanding these nuances is crucial for clear and professional
communication. This article delves into the most common possessive mistakes, offering practical
advice and examples to help you navigate the complexities of apostrophes and possessive forms.
We'll explore issues with singular and plural nouns, proper nouns, indefinite pronouns, and even
tricky cases involving compound nouns and joint possession. By the end, you'll be equipped to
identify and rectify these frequent errors, enhancing the credibility and clarity of your writing.
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Understanding the Basics of Possessives

Possessives in English grammar signify ownership, authorship, or a close association between two or
more nouns or pronouns. The most common way to form a possessive is by adding an apostrophe
and an 's' to a singular noun, or just an apostrophe to a plural noun that already ends in 's'. For
instance, "the dog's bone" indicates the bone belonging to the dog, while "the students' books"
shows that the books belong to multiple students. Understanding these foundational rules is the first
step in avoiding common possessive mistakes. Incorrect possessive usage can alter the meaning of a
sentence or, at best, make the writing appear unprofessional.

Common Mistakes with Singular Possessives

One of the most frequent stumbling blocks in possessive usage involves singular nouns. The general
rule is straightforward: add an apostrophe and an 's' to form the possessive of a singular noun. For
example, "the cat's toy" or "Sarah's car." However, errors arise when writers forget to add the 's'
after the apostrophe, or when they incorrectly place the apostrophe. Another common error is the
omission of the apostrophe altogether, resulting in a plural form being used possessively, like "dogs
bowl" instead of "dog's bowl." This misapplication can obscure the intended meaning, making it
unclear whether the item belongs to one dog or multiple dogs.

Singular Nouns Ending in 's’

A particular area of confusion involves singular nouns that already end in 's'. While the traditional
rule dictates adding another 's' (e.g., "James's book"), many style guides now permit simply adding
an apostrophe (e.g., "James' book"). Consistency is key here, but the most widely accepted practice
for names and singular nouns ending in 's' is to add the apostrophe and 's'. For example, "the boss's
decision" is generally preferred over "the boss' decision." However, exceptions exist, particularly for
classical names or when pronunciation dictates a different approach. It's advisable to consult a
specific style guide if you encounter these less common cases to ensure adherence to established
conventions.

Incorrect Omission of the Apostrophe

Perhaps the most pervasive error among common possessive mistakes is the simple omission of the
apostrophe. This leads to sentences like "The childrens toys were scattered" instead of the correct
"The children's toys were scattered." The apostrophe is crucial for indicating possession. Similarly,
contractions can be mistakenly written without apostrophes, such as "its" for "it's" or "your" for
"you're." These errors significantly detract from the writer's credibility and the clarity of the

message. Always double-check for the presence of the apostrophe where possession is intended.



Navigating Plural Possessives: The Apostrophe
Placement

Plural possessives present their own set of challenges, primarily concerning the placement of the
apostrophe. The rule for plural nouns that already end in 's' is to add only an apostrophe after the 's'.
For example, "the students' assignments" clearly indicates that the assignments belong to multiple
students. Conversely, if a plural noun does not end in 's', such as "children" or "men," you form the
possessive by adding an apostrophe and an 's' (e.g., "the children's laughter," "the men's room").
Misplacing the apostrophe, perhaps by putting it before the 's' in a plural noun ending in 's', is a
common error. For example, writing "the student's assignments" when referring to multiple
students’ work is a significant grammatical mistake.

Plural Nouns Ending in 's'

For plural nouns that naturally end in 's', the possessive is formed by adding only an apostrophe.
This applies to words like "dogs," "cats," "schools," and "companies." So, the correct possessive
forms are "dogs' food," "cats' toys," "schools' budgets," and "companies' policies." A frequent error is
adding an extra 's' after the apostrophe, turning a correct plural possessive into an incorrect one,
such as "dogs's food" or "schools's policies." This is a clear violation of possessive rules and a
noticeable sign of grammatical oversight. Another common mistake is treating a regular plural noun
as if it were singular possessive, for instance, "the students assignments" instead of "the students'
assignments."

Plural Nouns Not Ending in 's’

Irregular plural nouns, which do not form their plurals by adding 's' or 'es', follow a different rule for
possessives. For these nouns, you add an apostrophe and an 's' just as you would for a singular noun.
Examples include "children," "men," "women," "feet," and "geese." Therefore, the correct possessive
forms are "the children's toys," "the men's opinions," "the women's rights," "the feet's pain," and "the
geese's honking." A common mistake here is to incorrectly assume the rule for regular plurals
applies, perhaps by omitting the 's' after the apostrophe (e.g., "the childrens toys" or "the mens
opinions"). This is a clear misapplication of possessive grammar and a prevalent error in everyday
writing.

Proper Nouns and Possessive Forms

Possessive forms of proper nouns, which are names of specific people, places, or organizations, can
sometimes be tricky, particularly when the proper noun itself ends in 's'. For singular proper nouns
ending in 's', such as "Charles," "Texas," or "St. Louis," the most common and accepted practice is to
add an apostrophe and an 's'. For instance, "Charles's car," "Texas's economy," or "St. Louis's arch."
However, as mentioned earlier, some style guides allow for the omission of the second 's' for
singular nouns ending in 's', especially classical names like "Jesus" or "Moses" (Jesus' teachings,



Moses' leadership). It is essential to maintain consistency within your writing, aligning with a chosen
style guide if applicable.

Singular Proper Nouns Ending in 's'

The usage with singular proper nouns ending in 's' can be a source of significant confusion. For
names like "James," "Carlos," or "Harris," the standard grammatical approach is to add both the
apostrophe and the 's'. Thus, we have "James's report," "Carlos's skills," and "Harris's proposal."
However, a less common, but sometimes accepted, alternative is to add only an apostrophe, making
it "James' report," "Carlos' skills," and "Harris' proposal." This latter approach is more frequently
seen with classical or biblical names. The key takeaway is to be aware of both possibilities and
choose one style to apply consistently throughout your work. Regardless of the choice, omitting the
apostrophe entirely is never correct.

Plural Proper Nouns Ending in 's’

Plural proper nouns that end in 's' are generally straightforward. You form their possessive by
simply adding an apostrophe after the 's'. For example, if you are referring to a family named
"Jones," their house would be "the Joneses' house." If you are discussing the policies of the "Smiths,"
you would write "the Smiths' policies." A common error here is to incorrectly add another 's' after
the apostrophe, resulting in "the Joneses's house," which is grammatically incorrect. Another
mistake is treating these plural proper nouns as singular, for instance, "the Jones' house" when it
refers to the entire family.

Indefinite Pronouns and Their Possessives

Indefinite pronouns, such as "someone," "anyone," "everyone," "nobody," and "somebody," are
frequently misused when forming possessives. These pronouns function as singular entities and
require an apostrophe and an 's' to indicate possession. For example, "someone's keys," "everyone's
opinion," or "nobody's fault." A frequent error is the omission of the apostrophe, leading to phrases
like "anyones guess" or "somebodys phone." Furthermore, it’s crucial to distinguish these possessive
forms from their contracted counterparts. "Its" (possessive) should not be confused with "it's" (it is
or it has), and "your" (possessive) should not be confused with "you're" (you are). This distinction is

vital for accurate possessive usage.

e Someone's bag
e Everyone's responsibility
e Nobody's perfect

e Anybody's game



e Somebody's mistake

Compound Nouns and Possessive Construction

Forming possessives with compound nouns, which are two or more words used as a single noun
(e.g., "mother-in-law," "attorney general," "high school"), requires careful attention. The general rule
is to add the possessive marker ('s or ') to the last word of the compound noun. For example, "my
mother-in-law's advice," "the attorney general's decision," or "the high school's principal." Errors
often occur when the possessive marker is mistakenly added to the first word of the compound, such
as "my mother-in-law's advice" instead of "my mother-in-law's advice," or when the entire compound
is treated as a singular unit without identifying the final word. Understanding this principle is key to
correctly applying possessives to complex noun phrases.

Single-Word Compound Nouns

Even single-word compound nouns can present minor challenges. For words like "keyboard,"
"sunflower," or "bedroom," the possessive is formed by adding an apostrophe and an 's' to the end of
the word, just as with any regular singular noun. For instance, "the keyboard's responsiveness," "the
sunflower's petals," or "the bedroom's warmth." The common mistake here is often an oversight,
such as forgetting the apostrophe or adding it incorrectly, leading to phrases like "keyboards
responsiveness." While seemingly simple, these small details contribute to overall grammatical
accuracy.

Multi-Word Compound Nouns

With multi-word compound nouns, such as those involving prepositions or hyphens, the possessive
marker is always applied to the final word. This is a crucial rule to remember. For instance, with
"sister-in-law," the possessive is "sister-in-law's." With "attorney general," it is "attorney general's."
And with "post office," it becomes "post office's." A frequent error is to place the apostrophe with the
first word of the compound, resulting in "sister's-in-law" or "attorney's general." This is incorrect and
distorts the intended possessive meaning. Ensuring the possessive marker attaches to the last
element of the compound is essential for grammatical correctness.

Joint vs. Individual Possession

Distinguishing between joint and individual possession is another area where common possessive
mistakes can arise. When two or more people possess something jointly, the possessive marker is
typically added only to the last person's name. For example, "John and Mary's car" implies that the
car belongs to both John and Mary collectively. However, if they each possess separate items, the
possessive marker is applied to each name. For instance, "John's and Mary's cars" suggests that John



has his own car, and Mary has hers. Confusing these two scenarios, such as writing "John's and
Mary's car" when it's a shared vehicle, is a prevalent error that can lead to ambiguity.

Joint Possession

In cases of joint possession, where multiple individuals share ownership of a single item or concept,
the possessive form is applied only to the final noun or pronoun in the series. For example, "David
and Sarah's dog" clearly indicates that they share ownership of one dog. Similarly, "The president
and the CEQO's agreement" suggests a joint pact. A common mistake is to make each noun possessive
when the possession is shared, leading to phrases like "David's and Sarah's dog" when it is indeed
one dog belonging to both. This can create confusion about whether they each own a dog or share
one.

Individual Possession

When individuals possess separate items, even if they are of the same type, the possessive marker
must be applied to each noun or pronoun in the series. For example, "Mark's and Emily's laptops"
indicates that Mark has his own laptop, and Emily has hers. "The actors' and actresses' costumes"
implies that each actor and each actress had their own distinct costume. A frequent error is to only
make the last noun possessive in these instances, such as "Mark and Emily's laptops," which, in this
context, would imply they share laptops, contradicting the intended meaning of individual
ownership. This distinction is crucial for precise communication.

Contractions vs. Possessives: A Frequent Pitfall

One of the most persistent and common possessive mistakes involves the confusion between
possessive forms and contractions. The primary culprits are "its" versus "it's," and "your" versus
"you're." "Its" is the possessive form of "it" (like "his" or "her"), indicating ownership, such as "The
dog wagged its tail." "It's," on the other hand, is a contraction for "it is" or "it has," as in "It's
raining" or "It's been a long day." Similarly, "your" is possessive (e.g., "your book"), while "you're" is
a contraction of "you are" (e.g., "You're welcome"). Many writers mistakenly use the contraction
where the possessive is needed, or vice versa, significantly impacting clarity and correctness.

e Possessive: its, your, their, whose

e Contractions: it's (it is/has), you're (you are), they're (they are), who's (who is/has)

To avoid this, a helpful test is to substitute the full phrase for the contraction. If "it is" fits, use "it's."
If "you are" fits, use "you're." If the substitution doesn't make sense, and you are indicating
possession, the pure possessive form is required. For example, "The cat groomed its fur" - "The cat
groomed it is fur" makes no sense, so "its" is correct. "You're going to the store" - "You are going to



the store" makes sense, so "you're" is correct. Mastering this distinction is paramount to avoiding a
very common category of possessive errors.

Possessive Adjectives vs. Possessive Pronouns

While often used interchangeably in casual conversation, it's important to recognize the difference
between possessive adjectives (also known as determiners) and possessive pronouns. Possessive
adjectives precede a noun to show ownership (my, your, his, her, its, our, their). For example, "my
car," "their house." Possessive pronouns stand alone and replace a noun to show ownership (mine,
yours, his, hers, its, ours, theirs). For example, "The car is mine." A common mistake is using
possessive adjectives where possessive pronouns are needed, or vice versa. For instance, saying
"The book is my" instead of "The book is mine." The key difference lies in whether the word modifies
a noun directly or stands in its place.

Possessive Adjectives (Determiners)

Possessive adjectives function as determiners, modifying nouns. They always come before the noun
they describe. The set includes: my, your, his, her, its, our, and their. Examples: "my laptop," "your
ideas," "his project," "her presentation," "its color," "our team," "their success." A common error is

confusing these with contractions. For example, using "its" (possessive adjective) when "it's
(contraction) is intended, or vice-versa. Another error is using "their" incorrectly when "there" or
"they're" is meant. Ensuring these words clearly modify a noun is key to correct usage.

Possessive Pronouns

Possessive pronouns stand in place of a noun, indicating possession without needing the noun to be
explicitly stated. They are mine, yours, his, hers, its, ours, and theirs. Examples: "The laptop is
mine." "The ideas are yours." "The project is his." "The presentation is hers." "The color is its." "The
team is ours." "The success is theirs." A frequent mistake is the incorrect formation or omission of
the possessive pronoun. For instance, using "mine's" or "yours' is grammatically incorrect. The
pronouns "his" and "its" are identical to their adjective forms, which can sometimes lead to

confusion about their function within the sentence, but they stand alone as pronouns.

Possessives in Everyday Writing and Proofreading

In everyday writing, from emails to social media posts, correct possessive usage often gets
overlooked. However, even in informal contexts, consistent errors can undermine a writer's
credibility. Proofreading is an essential step to catch common possessive mistakes. Reading your
work aloud can help you identify awkward phrasing or incorrect apostrophe placements.
Specifically, pay attention to words that sound alike but have different meanings, such as "its" and
"it's," or "your" and "you're." Many online tools and grammar checkers can also flag potential errors,



but they are not infallible. A careful manual review remains the most effective way to ensure
accuracy.

Common Errors in Email and Social Media

Emails and social media platforms are rife with common possessive mistakes. The speed of
composition often leads to hurried omissions of apostrophes or incorrect distinctions between
contractions and possessives. Phrases like "Lets do this" instead of "Let's do this," or "your doing
great" instead of "you're doing great," are frequently seen. The possessive "its" is also often
confused with "it's." These errors, while common, can make your messages seem less professional.
Developing a habit of a quick proofread before sending can significantly reduce these mistakes.

The Role of Proofreading

Effective proofreading is your last line of defense against common possessive mistakes. It involves a
meticulous review of your text specifically for grammatical accuracy, including the correct use of
apostrophes and possessives. When proofreading for possessives, read slowly and deliberately,
paying close attention to each instance where an apostrophe might be used. Ask yourself: is this a
plural noun? Is it a singular noun? Does it indicate possession? Is it a contraction? By systematically
checking each word, you can catch errors that might otherwise slip through. A final read-through
solely focused on punctuation and possessives can be particularly beneficial.

Conclusion: Solidifying Your Possessive Prowess

Mastering the nuances of possessives is an ongoing process, but by understanding and actively
avoiding these common possessive mistakes, your writing will become significantly clearer and more
professional. We have explored the critical differences between singular and plural possessives, the
correct application for proper nouns, the specific rules for indefinite pronouns and compound nouns,
and the crucial distinction between joint and individual possession. Furthermore, we highlighted the
frequent pitfalls of confusing contractions with possessives and the importance of differentiating
possessive adjectives from pronouns. By incorporating diligent proofreading and understanding
these fundamental rules, you can confidently navigate the complexities of possessive grammar,
enhancing the clarity and credibility of all your written communications.

Frequently Asked Questions

What's the difference between 'its' and 'it's' and why is it such
a common mistake?

'Its' is the possessive form of 'it' (e.g., The dog wagged its tail). 'It's' is a contraction of 'it is' or it
has' (e.g., It's a beautiful day). The confusion arises because most possessives are formed with an



apostrophe, leading people to incorrectly add one to 'its'.

Why do people often get 'your' and 'you're' wrong?

‘Your' is the possessive form of 'you' (e.g., Is this your coat?). 'You're' is a contraction of 'you are'
(e.g., You're going to be late). This mistake is similar to 'its' vs. 'it's' - the apostrophe in contractions
is often mistakenly applied to the possessive form.

What's the rule for forming possessives with plural nouns
ending in 's'?

For plural nouns that already end in 's', you typically just add an apostrophe after the 's' to show
possession. For example, 'the students' papers' or 'the dogs' toys'.

When do you use an apostrophe before the 's' for plural
possessives?

You use an apostrophe before the 's' for plural possessives when the plural noun does not end in 's'.
For example, 'the children's books' or 'the men's room'.

What's the common error with possessive proper nouns,
especially names ending in 's'?

The most common mistake with proper nouns ending in 's' is inconsistency. While some style guides
allow simply adding an apostrophe (e.g., 'James' car'), others prefer adding 'es' (e.g., 'James's car').
The key is to be consistent within your writing. However, many people incorrectly omit the
apostrophe altogether or add it where it's not needed.

Why is adding an apostrophe to plurals (e.g., '‘apple's’ for
multiple apples) a frequent mistake?

This is known as the 'greengrocer's apostrophe' or the 'idiot's apostrophe'. People mistakenly believe
an apostrophe is used to form all plurals. The rule is simple: apostrophes are for possession or
contractions, not for making words plural.

Additional Resources

Here are 9 book titles related to common possessive mistakes, each starting with



The Apostrophe's Almost Adventures

This book delves into the fascinating, yet often confusing,
world of possessives. It explores the common pitfalls that lead
to incorrect apostrophe usage, from confusing "its" and "it's"
to mastering the plural possessive. Through humorous
examples and clear explanations, readers will embark on a
journey to conquer these tricky grammatical challenges.

Prepare to demystify the apostrophe and elevate your writing.

2.

Possessive Punctuation: A Guide for the Perplexed

This practical guide aims to untangle the knot of possessive
punctuation for anyone who struggles with it. It covers the
foundational rules of singular and plural possessives, as well
as the more nuanced exceptions. The book offers readily
digestible tips and exercises to reinforce understanding,
ensuring that writers feel confident in their ability to correctly
form possessives. Say goodbye to apostrophe anxiety.

3.

Who's Going Where? Mastering Possessive Pronouns

Focusing specifically on the often-misused possessive
pronouns, this book offers clarity and precision. It tackles
common errors like the confusion between "who's" and
“whose," and the proper placement of possessive adjectives.
With engaging examples and easy-to-follow strategies, readers
will learn to wield these powerful words effectively. Ensure
your writing is always precise and grammatically sound.



4.

Apostrophe Abuse: Recovering from Common Errors

This insightful book examines the most frequent mistakes
made with possessives and provides clear pathways to
correction. It breaks down why certain errors occur, offering
systematic approaches to avoid them in the future. From
family names to business terms, the book equips writers with
the knowledge to handle any possessive situation with ease.
Finally, understand where that apostrophe truly belongs.

5.

The Its vs. It's Identity Crisis Solved

Dedicated to one of the most prevalent possessive mistakes,
this book offers a focused solution to the "its" versus "it's
dilemma. It provides mnemonic devices and contextual
examples to solidify the difference between the possessive
pronoun and the contraction. Through targeted practice,
readers will gain unwavering confidence in using these two
words correctly. Conquer this common grammatical hurdle
once and for all.

6.

Beyond the Apostrophe: Advanced Possessive Puzzles

This book takes possessive knowledge to the next level,
addressing more complex scenarios and common
misconceptions. It explores the intricacies of compound
possessives, tricky plurals, and the proper formation of



possessives in lists. With challenging exercises and expert
advice, writers will sharpen their skills and achieve a higher
level of grammatical mastery. Elevate your writing to a
professional standard.

7.

The Singular and Plural Possession Predicament

This resource tackles the fundamental challenge of correctly
forming singular and plural possessives. It offers clear rules
and numerous examples to illustrate the nuances of adding "s"
or "s'." The book provides practical strategies for identifying
singular and plural nouns, ensuring accurate possessive
formation in all contexts. Finally, master the distinction

between one's and many's.

8.

Grammar Guardians: Defending the Apostrophe's Domain

Join the ranks of grammar guardians with this comprehensive
guide to possessive correctness. The book systematically
addresses common apostrophe errors, from simple omissions
to misplaced additions. It emphasizes the importance of
possessives in conveying clear meaning and professional tone.
Through engaging lessons and targeted practice, you’ll
become a staunch defender of grammatical integrity.

9.

Possession is Nine-Tenths of the Grammar Law



This idiom-inspired book humorously tackles the crucial role
of possessives in accurate writing. It highlights how mastering
possessives is key to avoiding confusion and conveying
intended meaning. The book covers all the essential
possessive rules, with a focus on practical application and
error prevention. Learn why correct possession is paramount
for clear and effective communication.
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