Modal Verbs
Use									Example
Can
1. ability/ inability in the present			Mary can/ can’t swim very fast.
2. permission						Can I use your camera? Yes, you can.
3. possibility/ impossibility		You can/ can’t see our school from the top of the hill.
4. requests							Can you help me with these bags?
5. offers							Can I help you with your homework?
6. can’t sometimes expresses certainty	in the present   That can’t be Tom’s cat; his isn’t grey.
7. or certainty that something didn’t happen in the past  He can’t have painted it without help
Could
1. ability/ inability in the past			Ann could/ couldn’t write when she was five.
2. possibility in the present			I haven’t got the keys; they could be in the car.
3. possibility in the past			They could have seen the burglars from the window.
3. permission					Could I leave earlier? Yes, you can.
4. requests						Could you tidy up your room?
5. offers						I could make dinner tonight.
6. suggestions					You could bring yours CDs to the party.
Might
Possibility (present/ past)				My sister might have a party next weekend.
May
1. possibility (present/ past)			She may (not) like the gift.
2. permission (formal)	      May we look at your project? Yes, you may. / No you may not.
Must
1. obligation						You must pay in cash.
2. certainty						That must be Alex’s brother.
3. certainty about the past		Matt is playing; he must have finished his homework.
4. strong advice 					You must see a doctor.
5. mustn’t sometimes expresses prohibition	 You mustn’t talk to the bus driver.
Should
1. advice						You should go to the dentist’s.
2. obligation						I should help mum cook dinner.
3. obligation that wasn’t fulfilled		He should have finished his work.
4. predictions					The train should be here soon.
5. comment about something that wasn’t done	They should have kept their promises.
6. shouldn’t for  an action that somebody wasn’t supposed to do	   He shouldn’t have lied.
Ought to
1. advice						You ought to go to the hairdresser.
2. obligation						I ought to help dad fix my bike.
3. obligation that wasn’t fulfilled		Sue ought to have waited for me.
4. comment about something that wasn’t done	You ought to have painted that wall.
Will
1. predictions					I think you will have fun at the party.
2. certainty		Sally always works in the mornings; she will be at the office now.
3. request						Will you help me carry those books?	
Would
1. formal/ polite request				Would you please call me back?
2. past habit					I would often visit my grandparents at the weekends.
3. past tense of will				I knew you would have fun at the concert.
Shall
1. offers						Shall I put the books on the desk?
2. suggestions				Shall we leave soon? Let’s leave soon, shall we?
Needn’t
1. lack of obligation					The car is clean; you needn’t wash it.
2. an action taken that was unnecessary/ not an obligation	  You needn’t have washed the car.
