
2. Using apostrophes of possession 
Teaching apostrophes of possession in a way that ensures pupils 
grasp the idea of ownership. 

Summary 
This resource for teaching apostrophes of possession provides an explanation, examples and 
suggestions for teaching this area of grammar. 

What’s the point? 
The rules about forming possessives cause much apostrophe confusion. Introduced in Year 2 
for singular nouns (Apostrophes to mark where letters are missing in spelling and to mark singular 
possession in nouns [for example, the girl’s name], and plurals in Year 4 (Apostrophes to mark plural 

possession [for example, the girls’ names], children find this a challenge up to Year 6 and beyond. 

Many adults use apostrophes incorrectly and children see these uses in the wider environment (e.g. 

potato’s). If they are taught to understand and remember that a possessive apostrophe denotes 

ownership, this can help them to correctly identify where apostrophes are needed.  

In the classroom 
As part of the teaching sequence from reading to writing, children are introduced to the 
possessive apostrophe and taught to ‘Find the owner’. Using this approach, and revisiting it 
frequently helps children to recognise that adding a letter s denotes that something is owned 
by something (Tom’s book), or possesses it in some way (Tom’s journey). 
 
Start by ensuring that children understand what singular nouns are. Show examples of where 
possessive apostrophes have been used correctly (this is most effective if the text currently 
being studied has examples to use) and teach the following: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Find the owner 
Add the apostrophe 
Add an s if there isn’t one 
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Tips and techniques for the classroom 



Tips and techniques 

Use opportunities in shared and guided reading to draw children’s attention to where 
possessive apostrophes are used. Encourage them to find their own examples. 

For a free downloadable resource to support the teaching of this, visit: 
https://www.nate.org.uk/free-teaching-resources-to-support-teachers-and-students/  

Start by ensuring that children understand what plural nouns are. Show examples of 
where possessive apostrophes have been used correctly (this is most effective if the text 
currently being studied has examples to use) and teach the following: 

Find the owner 
Add the apostrophe 
Don’t add s if there is one. 

Irregular plurals and collective nouns are treated in the same way as singular nouns, 
i.e. add the apostrophe, then add the s. 

The children’s coats,  
The family’s television 
The teeth’s enamel 

 
Personal pronouns never use apostrophes to form possessives. Words like your, yours, 
hers, its, ours, their, and theirs, tend to cause confusion. The relative possessive pronoun 
whose is also frequently written incorrectly as who’s which is a contraction for who is. For 
several of these pronouns, adding an apostrophe forms a contraction instead of a 
possessive. 
 
There are different guides about what to do when you have a singular proper noun that 
ends in s. Some recommend adding only an apostrophe: 

James’ guitar 
Dickens’ novels 
Jesus’ disciples 

 
When one thing belongs to two or more people, only the final name is made possessive:  
 

Sam and Ali’s desk 
Joe and Abdul’s game 


