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Modal Verbs: An Overview

To express... ...use... Examples

Ability & Capacity
CAN / COULD, 

CAN'T / COULDNT

• I can play the guitar.
• She could play the guitar 

when she was seven.
• He couldn't tie his shoelaces 

till he was ten.
• We could try it that way, but 

I'm not sure...

 Capacity (the last example) is 
hypothetical -less 'real' than ability.

Possibility & 
Uncertainty

COULD

MAY/MIGHT

• Yes, that could be true.
• It may be a good idea to 

start from scratch.
• Why don't you try it? You 

might like it.
• I may come to your party, 

but I don't know yet.
• I might make it for your 

party, but don't count on it.

 MIGHT is more cautious than 
MAY -the possibility is there, but 
it's “somewhere out there”. 
COULD for possibility can also be 
used for recommendation.

(Im-) Probability
SHOULD/

SHOULDN'T

OUGHT TO

• The exam should/ought to 
be about tenses.

• Modal verbs shouldn't enter 
in this exam, but in the next. 
Let's concentrate on tenses.

 SHOULD and OUGHT TO are 
synonyms here.
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Certainty 
MUST

CAN'T

• Someone's knocking -it 
must be the plumber.

• That can't be true -you must 
be joking!

• There are lots of people 
with coats -it must be cold 
out.

• He can't be in England -I 
saw him this morning!

 For certainty, CAN'T is the 
negative form of MUST.

Obligation MUST

HAVE TO

• I must study harder!
• We have to wear a uniform 

in school -I hate it!

 MUST: The speaker imposes the 
obligation, especially towards 
her-/himself.
 HAVE TO: The obligation comes 
from outside.

(Non-) Necessity & 
Non-Obligation NEED TO / NEEDN'T 

HAVE TO /
 [DON'T] HAVE TO

• I'm starving -I need to / 
have to eat something!

• You don't have to go if don't 
want to.

• You needn't take out the dog 
-I've already done it.

 
 Typically, NEED TO is more 
formal and appropriate for 
necessity.
 For non-obligation (do it if you 
want to, or don't), [DON'T] HAVE 
TO is more usual.
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Recommendation
(Also Criticism), 

Advice

SHOULD / 
SHOULDN'T

OUGHT TO / 
OUGHTN'T TO

• You should read that book 
-it's great!

• He shouldn't smoke so 
much.

• You ought to write that 
again -it's illegible.

• She oughtn't to have said 
that.

 SHOULD/SHOULDN'T is more 
common; there is hardly any other 
difference between OUGHT (~ / 
NOT) TO and SHOULD (~ / 
NOT).

Permission / 
Refusing 

Permission

MAY / MAY NOT

CAN / CAN'T

COULD

• May I go to the toilet, sir?
• Can I go to the cinema 

tonight, Mom?
• If you want to, you may 

borrow the book.
• Can I go to the toilet? - I'm 

sure you can, but you may 
not.

 For asking permission (cf. the last 
example), MAY is more polite; to 
refuse permission, COULD is 
never used. MAY NOT is almost 
never contracted.
 For talking about permission, see 
the relevant sheet.

Prohibition / 
Negative Necessity

MUSTN'T

• You mustn't ever tell her 
this, but her father isn't 
really her father.

• Little kids mustn't watch 
horror films.

• I mustn't oversleep.

 “Negative Necessity” is 
prohibiting yourself from doing 
something. There is no past tense 
form.
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Offer & Request
SHALL / SHOULD

WILL / WOULD

• Shall we dance?
• I'll (=WILL or SHALL) do 

it immediately. 
• Should I help you with this? 
• Would you pass me the salt, 

please?
• Will you do this for me?

 SHALL/SHOULD, in this context, 
is often simply the first-person 
form of WILL/WOULD. The 
second of each pair is more distant 
or polite.

Refusal

 

WON'T / WOULDN'T

SHAN'T

• I shan't do it, whatever you 
say!

• I won't ask again.
• I asked her to take another 

look, but she wouldn't even 
listen.

 WOULDN'T is the past tense form 
of WON'T, used especially for 
reported speech.
 SHAN'T is somewhat archaic and 
formal.

Unreality

WOULD / 
WOULDN'T

SHOULD / 
SHOULDN'T

• She says she'd love to do 
paragliding, if ever she got 
the chance.

• I should do it if I were you.
• Should ever the case arise, 

remember to deny it!
• She wouldn't ever be so 

cheeky!
• We shouldn't ever have 

thought about it if it hadn't 
been for you.

 Cf. Conditionals! 
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Others ...

• SHALL is also used for 
formal rules: “Racist and 
sexist behaviour shall not be 
tolerated.”

• Various of these modals can 
be used for criticism: “He 
can be such a pain in the 
neck!”

• MAY can be used to 
introduce concessions, 
instead of ALTHOUGH: “I 
may be married to you, but 
that doesn't mean I'm your 
property.”

• There are a few “marginal 
modals”: Rarely used 
modals (DARE) and “semi-
modals”: normal verbs with 
modal meanings (HAVE 
TO).

 Contents to express sometimes 
overlap -be aware of that!

Additional Rules • Modals can be used in present and past only. 
Therefore, there are always other ways to express the 
same: [BE] able/allowed to, for instance.

• SHOULD, WOULD, COULD, and MIGHT can 
function as the past tense forms of SHALL, WILL, 
CAN, and MAY respectively. With the others, use 
[Modal] + [have] + [past participle]: “That light you 
saw in the sky must have been the ISS, I think.” The 
combination of [haveInfinitive] + [Past Participle] is 
often called “the perfective infinitive”.

• A sentence can't have more than one modal. If there 
is one, it is the first modal of the sentence, and the 
one used for questions and -usually- negations.

Exercise: Translate the “Examples” column into your own language.
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