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FCE – Common Writing Mistakes 1 

 

 

Affect / Effect 

Affect is a verb, for example “Sometimes, the weather affects my mood. 

Effect is a noun, for example “The effect of weather on ice cream sales is well documented.” 

 

By thinking in terms of “the effect” you can usually determine whether to use affect or effect since “the” will 
not work in front of a verb.    

To add to the confusion, bear in mind that some people may use “effect” as a verb (for example 
“Contractors seek to effect a settlement with strikers”) but this usage is slightly archaic and most often used 
in legal writing. 

Apostrophes 

The apostrophe is used for a purpose, either to indicate a possession (implying ownership) or a contraction 
(in place of other letters).  Since its use to indicate a contraction is easiest, we will deal with this first. 

Using Apostrophes to Indicate Contraction 

Where one or more letters have been dropped, an apostrophe is used as a replacement: 

It is = it’s 

We are = we’re 

Does not = Doesn’t 

Of the clock = o’clock 
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Using Apostrophes to Indicate Possession 

Apostrophes are also used to indicate possession: 

Matthew’s car 

The farmer’s field (one field owned by one farmer) 

 

If the subject (the farmer or Matthew above) has a name ending with an s, then there is a choice to either 
follow the formal rule (“The Jones’s house”) or to drop the final 's' (hence “The Jones’ house”).  The choice is 
a matter of style but the important thing is to be consistent. 

If the subject is plural, the apostrophe is placed after the s: 

The teachers’ staff room 

The farmers’ fields (multiple fields owned by multiple farmers) 

Note that if the word is already plural, for example children or people, then you would write children’s or 
people's. 

 

When Not to Use Apostrophes 

If the word is a plural then do not use an apostrophe (for example kittens or apostrophes).   Placing an 
apostrophe before the final  s is universally considered incorrect and commonly referred to as the 
“greengrocer’s apostrophe” (or “greengrocers’ apostrophe” if referring to more than one greengrocer). 

There are possible exceptions to these rule is if the word comprises a single letter, a number or abbreviation 
where the simple addition of an s could cause confusion.  Hence: 

There are two t’s in Matthew. 

To write “There are two ts in Matthew” may confuse the reader even though it is grammatically correct.  
Alternatively, you could rephrase this as “There are two “t”s in Matthew”.  

However, the modern convention is to avoid using apostrophes in plurals wherever possible even in the 
plural of numbers and abbreviations.  
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For example, “I keep buying DVDs” and “He loves 80s music” is preferable to adding an apostrophe. 
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