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	English Modals - Table

Modal verb

Usage

Example

can

ability

I can do several things 
at the same time.

when something is possible

Miracles can happen.

permission

You can go now.

informal requests

Can you come for a minute?

could

past form of "can"

She said she could pay 
for us as well.

polite requests

Could you move 
your bag, please?

possibility

It could be that he 
missed the train.

may

possibility

It may rain tomorrow.

ask or give 
permission (formal)

May I speak?

might

past form of "may"

He said he might 
change his mind.

possibility

This might fail.

must

you have to do it

You must obey the law

it's very logical or 
very likely to happen

They left so early, they 
must be home by now.

must not/
mustn't

you are not 
allowed to do it

You mustn't smoke in here.

shall

future for "I" and "we"

I shall see him tomorrow.

questions and suggestions for "I" and "we"

Let's continue, shall we?

should

the right thing to do

She should call the police.

advice

- What should I do?
- You should stop 
thinking about it.

what is likely or 
expected to happen

We should be 
back by midnight.

will

future action or states 
(not plans)

Prices will go up 
next summer.

promises and intentions

It's alright, I'll pick it up.

would

past form of "will"

He told me he would come.

imagined situations

What would you do 
if you were him?

for polite requests, offers and invitations

- Would you please sit down?
- Would you like some tea?
- We are meeting with Sarah 
next Saturday, would you like to come along?

to say what you 
want to do or have

I would like a piece of cake.

ought to

the right thing to do

You ought to apologize.

English Modals – Situations Table

Situation

Modal Verb

Example

requests 
(formal)

may

May I sit down?

requests 
(informal)

can

Can I sit down?

requests 
(polite)

could

Could I sit down?

requests 
(polite)

would

Would you mind if I sit down?

permission 
(formal)

may

You may sit down.

permission 
(informal)

can

You can sit down.

obligation 
(full)

must

You must tell the 
police the truth.

obligation 
(partial)

should

You should tell 
your friends the truth.

obligation (partial) 
(less common)

ought to

You ought to tell 
your friends the truth.

logical conclusions 
(stronger than "should")

must

He left an hour ago, so he must be there already.

logical conclusions 
(weaker than "must")

should

He left half an hour ago, 
I believe he should 
be there already.

possibility 
(general)

can

It can rain sometimes.

possibility 
(weaker than 
"may" and "might")

could

It could rain, but it is 
not very common in this 
part of the country.

possibility 
(weaker than "may")

might

It's not very cloudy yet, 
but it might rain.

possibility 
(stronger than "might")

may

It starts getting cloudy – 
it may rain soon.

future actions/states/intentions

will

Look at the sky! 
It will rain soon.




I Instructions: Choose the correct answer.
Q1 - You've been working hard all day- you ____ be tired.

[image: image1.png]


must
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mustn't
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can
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can't

Q2 - The restaurant is always empty- it ____ be much good.
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can't
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couldn't
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shouldn't

Q3 - I know I left it on my desk and it's not there now. Someone ____ it.
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must take
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must have taken

Q4 - That ____ be true- she would never say something like that.
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mightn't
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can't
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mustn't

Q5 - Do you think you ____ open the door for me?
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can
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could

Q6 - I haven't made up my mind about my holiday yet, but I ____ go to Laos.
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must
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might

Q7 - You ____ have told me you were going to take it! I was looking everywhere for it.
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may
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might

Q8 - ____ you both be happy.
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May
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Might
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Must

Q9 - I don't believe you- you ____ be joking.
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should
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must

Q10 - They're still missing, so they ____ have died.
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may
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might

II Complete the following sentences with correct modal (or semi-modal) auxiliaries taken from the list given below. Notice that in some cases more than one modal may be used. (can, would, may, could, should, had better, must, have to, can’t, couldn’t, mustn’t, don’t have to) 
1. I forgot to close the door. __________ you mind closing it for me?

2. I wrote this paper for my literature class last night. __________ you please read it over for spelling errors? 

3. I need I wheelbarrow. __________ I borrow yours? 

4. I want to buy a computer. __________ you give me some advice about buying a computer?
5. It’s cold in here. __________ you mind if I closed the window? 

6. Soldiers __________ disobey a superior officer. 

7. To stay alive, people __________ breathe oxygen. 

8. If you have an aquarium, you ___________________ give your tropical fish too much food or they’ll die. 

9. Thank goodness we ___________________ eat fish again tonight. Dad didn’t catch any today. 

10. A: (you) ___________________ leave so early? B: I’m afraid I do. I have some work I __________ finish before I go to bed tonight. 

11. Last night, Jack __________ go to a meeting. (you) __________ go to the meeting last night, too? 

12. A: Ann would like to make some friends. B: I think she __________ join some clubs to meet people with similar interests. 

13. Ellen is having a lot of trouble in her chemistry class. She’s failed the last two tests. I think she ___________________ hire a tutor. 

14. Bruce has lost a lot of weight lately. He ___________________ go see a doctor. 

15. Fish __________ talk. 

16. I used to be a good swimmer. I __________ swim long distances when I was a teenager. 
17. Why __________ all the nations of the world just get along in peace? Why are there always wars somewhere on the earth? 

18. I __________ get to sleep last night because it was too hot in my room. 

19. My uncle was a wonderful craftsman. He made beautiful things out of wood. But he __________ read or write because he never went to school. 

20. My father never liked to talk on the phone. Whenever it rang, he __________________ (always, yell), “I’m not here!” Usually, he was only joking and __________________ (come) to the phone when it was for him.
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