
WATERSTONE'Syesterday 
sparked fury among language 
puri~ts by announcing it is 
dropping its apostrophe. 

The book seller said it decided the 
punctuation mark was no, longer 
"practical" in the modern age of the 
internet and emaiL 

Not surprisingly; perhaps, some 
defenders of proper grammar use 
are up in arms. The Apostrophe 
Protection Society branded the 
move "plain wrong". 

Chairman John Richards said: 
"It's grammatically incorrect." 

But· uproar over changing our 
language, and particularly the ; 
apostrophe, is nothing new. It can' . 
be traced back 100 years, when the ! > 

Edwardians began sending picture 
postcards. Suddenly people were 
using informal language rather : 
than composing proper letters 
and it created a feeling of great ; 
concern and social panic. 

Critics called the notes "rude" 
and "vulgar", and worried about 
falling standards. 

It appears history is repeating 
itself with the Waterstone's saga. 

But it Illakes sense commerci
ally for the firm to drop the 
apostrophe from its name and 
others will probably follow. 

They are complicated things to 
learn and, over the course of time, 
may well die out. 

Language has always evolved, 

changed and adapted, and we 
are simply moving with the 
times. And these are very 
exciting times in terms of 
language and the multitude of 
communication platforms now , 
available to us. ' 

When I was a child we only 
had our written work at school, 
our books and comics. 

But now there is a huge 
choice of. how we read and 
write and where - from emails, 
internet chatrooms, blogs, 
Twitter and texts. It has taught 
us to be more flexible. 

Students will always be 
taught the basics of grammar 
and despite a rich mixture of 

I communication platforms 
. teachers can still be quite rigid 

about its use. 
But schools are also changing 
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THE apostrophe was .one of the last 
punctuation featUres to come into 
English writing - and it has never 
settled down. 

It's used to show a miSSing letter 
and to mark possession but it's also 
used for plurals and third person 
singulars in verbs. 

In the 19th century, printers 
attempted to standardise the system 
but didn't do it very well. They 

applied the rule about possession 
. rigorously to nouns but forgot about 
pronouns. So that his, hers, its, ours, 
yours and' theirs don't have an 
apostrophe, even though they do 
express possession. 

There was also a great deal of 
inconsistency as to whether it should 
be St Pauls Cathedral or St Paul's, or 
Harrods or Harrod's. 

But even firms today which insist 
on apostrophes have to bow before 
tecnnology. The search engines like 

• and making sure pupils' interests in 
different modes of communication 
are nurtured. Yesterday; some A-level 
English students sat a two-and-a-half 
hour exam using pens and paper. 

I am sure they would be much more 
accustomed to using a computer. I 
would now struggle to write for that 
long. In time I think we will see 
schools allowing students to use 
keyboards in exams. 

In the US state of Indiana, education 
chiefs told schools that instead. of 
teaching writing, students were 
expected to become proficient in 

keyboard use. 
I cannot imagine that happening 

here but it is interesting that 
some heads believe keyboard 
skills are more important thaI!' 
children learning writing. 

There are fears that all this 
new technology and the way 
it is used will lead to the death 
of handvvriting. But the 
opportunities for people to write 
have never been greater. 

Texts, forums and a host of 
other web,based forms of 
communication, including 
gaming, has sparked a massive 
increase in people writing. 

Many gamers contribute to 
online forums and to fan fiction, 
a fantastic genre where 'people 
write their own spin-offs of games, 

books or films, creating new 
characters, stories or poems. And 
given these new areas and ways 
people are writing, the use of 
language will continue to change. 

It is a challenge for anyone to 
make a tweet interesting and 
meaningful in 140 characters. 

But it is equally important that a 
person can write well in depth, 
perhaps for their work or academic 
field. This is why language as we 
know it now will not die. 

We may lose things such as 
apostrophes but we always gain more 
than we lose in language. Every year 
new and exciting words are added to 
the dictionary: 

The future of our language and how 
we communicate is faSCinating. Some 
technologies move relatively slowly 
and others much faster. 
. Twitter grew incredibly quickly: 
Email still seems new to many but for 
youngsters it probably feels like it's 
been around for ever and is now seen 
by many of them as formal and even 

~a touch boring. 
I'm sure the decline of writing with 

a pen and paper will continue. But 
we wiP always write and our 
language will grow with us. 
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their URLs to. be as simple as 
possible. So if Waterstone's wants to 
become WaterstonE;is, that's up to the 
company. Whatever Waterstones 
does has no bearing on the way we 
use language. 

An apostrophe is still required in 
standard written English' to make 
such distinctions as it's vs its and 
boy's vs boys', and enough people 
consider that to be critical to mean 
that there's still a lot of life in this 
punctuation symbol. 


