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Abstract

Possession represents one of the most fundamental semantic and grammatical relationships in natural languages. 
In English grammar, possessive constructions serve to express ownership, association, kinship, authorship, part–
whole relationships, and various abstract relations. These constructions appear in several forms, including 
possessive determiners, possessive pronouns, the genitive construction marked by the clitic ’s, and the of-
genitive construction. Despite their apparent simplicity, possessive forms present persistent difficulties for 
learners of English as a Foreign Language (EFL), particularly those whose first language differs significantly in 
the expression of possession. The present study provides a comprehensive linguistic analysis of possessive 
structures in English grammar, examining their syntactic forms, semantic relations, and usage patterns in 
academic and conversational contexts. In addition, the study investigates pedagogical challenges associated 
with teaching possessives to EFL learners, especially Arabic-speaking students. The research employs a 
descriptive and analytical methodology supported by examples from contemporary English usage and a 
proposed questionnaire designed to evaluate learner understanding of possessive constructions. The findings 
reveal that possessive constructions in English demonstrate considerable semantic flexibility and syntactic 
variation, extending beyond simple ownership relations. The study concludes with pedagogical 
recommendations for teaching possessives effectively in English language classrooms and highlights directions 
for future linguistic research.
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1. Introduction

Possession is a universal linguistic concept that allows speakers to express relationships between entities. In 
English grammar, possession is typically conveyed through a range of syntactic constructions, including 
possessive determiners (e.g., my, your, his), possessive pronouns (e.g., mine, yours, theirs), the genitive marker 
’s (e.g., John’s book), and prepositional constructions involving the preposition of (e.g., the roof of the house).

Possessive constructions function not only to indicate ownership but also to express broader semantic 
relationships such as kinship, authorship, origin, part–whole relations, and temporal associations. For example:

Ali’s car – ownership
the teacher’s office – association
Shakespeare’s plays – authorship
the car’s engine – part–whole relation
today’s meeting – temporal relation



Although these constructions are commonly used in everyday communication, their grammatical structure can 
be complex. Linguists have long debated whether the possessive marker ’s should be considered a case marker, 
clitic, or syntactic particle.

For learners of English as a foreign language, possessive constructions often pose challenges. Many learners 
incorrectly alternate between ’s genitive and of-genitive, misuse apostrophes, or confuse possessive pronouns 
with possessive determiners.

The purpose of this study is to examine possessive constructions in English grammar from three main 
perspectives:

1.  Structural and syntactic forms
2.  Semantic functions and meanings
3.  Pedagogical implications for EFL learners

The study aims to provide a comprehensive overview suitable for linguists, language teachers, and researchers.

2. Literature Review

Possessive constructions have been extensively examined in English grammatical studies. Traditional 
grammarians have referred to possessive constructions as expressions of the genitive case. However, modern 
linguistic research has challenged this interpretation.

Quirk et al. (1985) describe the genitive construction as a grammatical structure that indicates various semantic 
relationships between two nouns. According to their analysis, possession is only one of many meanings 
associated with the genitive form.

Huddleston and Pullum (2002) argue that the possessive marker ’s functions as a clitic attached to an entire 
noun phrase rather than a morphological case marker. For instance:

The King of England’s crown

Here, the possessive marker is attached to the noun phrase rather than the head noun.

Biber et al. (1999) conducted a corpus-based analysis showing that the use of possessive constructions varies 
across registers. Their findings indicate that:

’s genitive is more frequent in conversation and informal writing.
of-genitive occurs more frequently in academic and formal texts.

Research in second language acquisition has also addressed the challenges associated with possessive 
constructions. Studies suggest that learners whose native languages rely heavily on prepositional possession 
structures tend to overuse the of-genitive when learning English.

Arabic-speaking learners often produce structures such as:

the book of Ali



instead of the more natural English construction:

Ali’s book

These findings highlight the importance of explicit instruction in possessive grammar for EFL learners.

3. Forms of Possession in English Grammar

English expresses possession through several grammatical structures.

3.1 Possessive Determiners

Possessive determiners function as modifiers that precede nouns.

Table 1

Possessive Determiners in English

Person Singular Plural

First my our

Second your your

Third his, her, its their

Examples:

My research paper was published.
Their university is well known.

Possessive determiners differ from possessive pronouns because they must appear before nouns.

3.2 Possessive Pronouns

Possessive pronouns replace noun phrases entirely.

Table 2

Possessive Pronouns in English



Subject Pronoun Possessive Pronoun

I mine

you yours

he his

she hers

we ours

they theirs

Examples:

The decision was theirs.
This book is mine.

Possessive pronouns function syntactically as noun phrase substitutes.

3.3 The ’s Genitive Construction

The ’s genitive construction involves attaching the clitic ’s to a noun phrase.

Examples:

John’s laptop
the professor’s lecture
the students’ results

Plural nouns ending in s take only an apostrophe:

the teachers’ meeting

3.4 The Of-Genitive Construction

The of-genitive is formed with the preposition of.

Examples:

the roof of the house
the color of the sky
the pages of the book

This construction is commonly used when the possessor is inanimate.

3.5 Double Genitive Construction



The double genitive combines of with a possessive form.

Examples:

a friend of John’s
a book of mine

This structure emphasizes one member of a group.

4. Semantic Functions of Possessive Constructions

Possessive constructions express multiple semantic relationships.

Table 3

Semantic Types of Possessive Relations

Type Example Meaning

Ownership Ali’s car possession

Kinship my sister family relation

Part–whole the car’s engine component

Authorship Shakespeare’s plays creator

Temporal today’s meeting time relation

Location the city’s center spatial relation

These variations demonstrate that possessive constructions extend far beyond literal ownership.

5. Frequency of Possessive Constructions in English

Chart 1

Approximate Usage Frequency in English Registers



Construction Conversation Academic Writing Journalism

’s genitive High Medium High

of-genitive Medium High Medium

possessive pronouns High Medium Medium

possessive determiners Very High High High

Research indicates that possessive determiners are the most frequently used possessive forms in English.

6. Methodology

This study employs a descriptive linguistic analysis supported by examples from English grammar literature 
and learner data.

Research Design

The research adopts a qualitative and quantitative approach, focusing on:

structural analysis of possessive constructions
semantic classification
learner comprehension assessment

Participants

The proposed questionnaire targets EFL university students at Kut University in Iraq studying English 
linguistics.

 sample:

40–60 undergraduate students
English language departments
intermediate or advanced proficiency

7. Questionnaire for Linguistic Research

The following questionnaire can be used to evaluate learners’ understanding of possessive constructions.

Section A: Multiple Choice



1.  Which sentence is correct?
b.  The book of Ali is new.

b. Ali’s book is new.

c. Ali book is new.

1.  Choose the correct possessive pronoun:

This car is ______.

a.  my

b. mine

c. me

1.  Which sentence shows a part–whole relationship?

a.  John’s brother

b. the car’s engine

c. my teacher

Section B: Sentence Correction

Correct the following sentences:

1.  The house roof is damaged.
2.  This pen is her.
3.  The book of my friend is interesting.

Section C: Short Answer

1.  What is the difference between possessive determiners and possessive pronouns?
2.  Give two examples of double genitive constructions.

8. Results and Discussion

Analysis of learner responses typically reveals several patterns:

1. Confusion Between Determiners and Pronouns

Students frequently produce incorrect forms such as:

This book is my.



Instead of:

This book is mine.

2. Overuse of Of-Genitive

Many learners rely on the structure:

the car of Ali

rather than the more natural English construction:

Ali’s car.

3. Apostrophe Errors

Students often write:

Ali,s book

orAlis book

instead of:

Ali’s book.

These findings suggest that possessive constructions require explicit instruction in grammar classes.

9. Pedagogical Implications

Teaching possessives effectively requires several strategies.

1. Contrastive Grammar Instruction

Teachers should compare possessive constructions with those in the learner’s native language.

2. Contextual Practice

Learners should practice possessives in meaningful contexts such as:

describing family relationships
discussing ownership
explaining academic authorship

3. Writing Exercises

Students benefit from exercises involving:



sentence correction
paragraph writing
peer editing

4. Visual Grammar Charts

Charts and tables help learners remember possessive forms.

10. Conclusion

Possessive constructions represent a central component of English grammar, enabling speakers to express a 
wide range of semantic relationships. This study has examined the structural forms, semantic functions, and 
pedagogical implications of possessives in English. The analysis demonstrates that English employs multiple 
grammatical mechanisms to convey possession, including possessive determiners, possessive pronouns, ’s 
genitive constructions, and of-genitive structures.

The study also highlights the difficulties faced by EFL learners when acquiring possessive constructions, 
particularly in distinguishing between possessive determiners and pronouns and selecting appropriate genitive 
forms. Effective teaching strategies, including explicit grammar instruction and contextual practice, can 
significantly improve learner competence.

Future research may explore corpus-based studies examining possessive usage across different genres of 
English or investigate the acquisition of possessive structures among learners from diverse linguistic 
backgrounds.
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