
MODAL VERBS

PRESENT TENSE PAST TENSE

will Would (used to)

can Could

may Might

Shall Should (ought to)

Must (have to) (had to)

Note: words in brackets indicate semi-modals. These have similar meanings to the modals, but are not grammatically the same.

A situation is certain, probable, possible or impossible.  Modal verbs can be used to express these ideas about the past, present and future. 

will and won't/will not
must
must not
need to and need not 
can't/could not
should and should not
may and may not
might/could and might not 
...

(1) PRESENT/FUTURE 

When we believe that a future state or event is certain to occur, we use will or won't: 

• I'll be working on this report all afternoon. 

• We won't be back in until tomorrow. 

When we deduce that a future state or event is the most logical or rational outcome, we use must or 
can't/couldn't: 

• You must be joking! That's just totally illogical! 

• You can't be serious! That's just totally illogical! 

• He couldn't be there now, surely. He always leaves at 4.30. 

When we want something to happen, and it is reasonable to expect it to, we use should or shouldn't: 

• We should be able to go to Spain next holidays if we keep saving at this rate.

• It shouldn't take us long to clean up this mess if we all help. 



When we wish to express that something will possibly happen, we use may or may not: 

• We may go to the party - we haven't quite decided yet. 

• You may not be able to get in if you turn up at the last minute. 

When we want to express that something will possibly happen, but we are less certain, we use might/could 
or might not: 

• He might be at home, but he usually goes shopping on Saturday morning.

• He could be at home, but he usually goes shopping on Saturday morning. 

• She might not be able to come - her mother's very ill. 

Note that couldn't is not used in this way, but rather expresses a greater degree of certainty (see must or 
can't/couldn't above). 

(2) PAST 

All of these modal verbs can also be used to talk about degrees of certainty in the past. Once more, will 
or won't expresses the most certainty, and might/could or might not the least certainty. 

• That will have been Ted you saw - he's seven feet tall. 

• It won't have been Sue you saw - she's blonde and five feet tall. 

Notice that would and wouldn't can be used in the same way as will and would here: 

• That would have been Ted you saw - he's seven feet tall. 

• It wouldn't have been Sue you saw - she's blonde and is five feet tall. 

• That must have been fun - you love dancing, don't you? 

• It can't/couldn't have been much fun out on the boat - there were gale-force wind, I hear. 

• Where can they be? They should have been here a long time ago. 

• Where can they be? They shouldn't have taken this long. 

• She may have dropped by - we were out all morning. 

• She may not have been able to see properly in the heavy rain. 

• He might have had an accident! 

• She mightn't have even known we were going to be here. 

What are the differences in use between must have, can’t have, should have and needn’t have? 

must have
When we use must have and the past participle (must have phoned), we are making a deduction 
about something that has happened. We are saying, ‘I feel sure that this is the case’: 
If your keys aren’t in your pocket, you must have left them in the house.

can't have
We use can’t have and the past participle (can't have phoned) when we are making a deduction 
about something that didn’t happen in the past. That is, you believe, based on present evidence, t
hat something didn’t happen (or hasn’t happened): 
He’s not looking. He can’t have heard you. Shout again!



should have
Should have and the past participle (should have phoned) expresses the idea that something was 
desirable or needed, but did not take place: 
I should have phoned my mum last night, but I forgot. (I needed to phone my Mum but I didn't 
phone her)

Shouldn’t have and the past participle (shouldn't have phoned) expresses the idea that something 
did take place but that it wasn’t desirable or needed:
You shouldn’t have eaten so much chocolate, you’ll be sick. (you ate a lot of chocolate and it 
wasn't a good idea) 

needn't have
Needn’t have and the past participle (needn't have phoned) is opposite in meaning to should 
have. It indicates that something was done, but that it was not necessary. That is, the person who 
did something thought it was necessary: 
A: You needn’t have cooked a meal this evening. I had lunch at The Chinese Dragon with Tom.
B: Well, why didn’t you phone and let me know? 
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Modals and Related Expressions 

  can     could     have to     must     might     should  

1. Ted's flight from Amsterdam took more than 11 hours. He be exhausted after such a long flight. 

He prefer to stay in tonight and get some rest.

2. If you want to get a better feeling for how the city is laid out, you walk downtown and explore the 
waterfront.

3. Hiking the trail to the peak be dangerous if you are not well prepared for dramatic weather 

changes. You research the route a little more before you attempt the ascent.

4. When you have a small child in the house, you leave small objects lying around. Such objects 

be swallowed, causing serious injury or even death.

5. A: you hold your breath for more than a minute?
    B: No, I can't.

6. Jenny's engagement ring is enormous! It have cost a fortune.

7. Please make sure to water my plants while I am gone. If they don't get enough water, they die.

8. I speak Arabic fluently when I was a child and we lived in Egypt. But after we moved back to 
Canada, I had very little exposure to the language and forgot almost everything I knew as a child. Now, I 

just say a few things in the language.

9. The book is optional. My professor said we read it if we needed extra credit. But we 

read it if we don't want to.

10. A: Where is the spatula? It be in this drawer but it's not here.



      B: I just did a load of dishes last night and they're still in the dish washer. It be in there. That's the 

only other place it be.

11. You take your umbrella along with you today. The weatherman on the news said there's a storm 

north of here and it rain later on this afternoon.

12. we pull over at the next rest stop? I really use the bathroom and I don't know if I 

hold it until we get to Chicago. 

13. Oh no! Frank's wallet is lying on the coffee table. He have left it here last night.

14. A: I borrow your lighter for a minute?

      B: Sure, no problem. Actually, you keep it if you want to. I've given up smoking.

15. I believe she said that to Megan! She insult her cooking in front of everyone at 

the party last night. She have just said she was full or had some salad if she didn't like the meal. 

16. Do you chew with your mouth open like that? Geez, it's making me sick watching you eat that 
piece of pizza.

17. Mrs. Scarlett's body was found in the lounge just moments ago, and it's still warm! Nobody has left the 

mansion this evening, so the killer be someone in this room. It be any one of us!!!

18. A: I don't know why Denise started crying when I mentioned the wedding.

      B: It have been what you said about her brother. Or, perhaps she is just nervous. After all, the 
big day is tomorrow.

19. you always say the first thing that pops into your head? you think once in a while 
before you speak?

20. I was reading the book last night before I went to bed. I never took it out of this room. It be lying 

around here somewhere. Where it be? 
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