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M
O

DA
LS

•
TH

EY
 C

A
N

 EX
PR

ESS: O
BLIG

A
TIO

N
/ PRO

H
IBITIO

N
 / A

BILITY
/ PER

M
ISSIO

N
 / PO

SSIBILITY

•
W

hat are m
odal verbs?

•
M

odal verbs are special verbs w
hich behave very differently from

 norm
al verbs. They give additional 

inform
ation about the function of the m

ain verb that follow
s it. H

ere are som
e im

portant differences:

1. M
odal verbs do not take "-s" in the third person / -ed

for the past / -ing
for the gerund. 

•
H

e can speak C
hinese.

•
She should be here by 9:00. 

2.You use “not” to m
ake m

odal verbs negative, even in sim
ple present and sim

ple past.

•
H

e should not be late.

•
They m

ight not com
e to the party. 

3. M
any m

odal verbs cannot be used in the past tenses or the future tenses. O
ther form

s should be used.

•
H

e w
ill can go w

ith us.  Æ
N

ot correct

•
She m

usted
study very hard.  Æ

N
ot correct
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N

 

•
C

O
U

LD

•
M

AY

•
M

IG
H

T

•
M

U
ST 

•
O

U
G

H
T

TO
 

•
SH

A
LL

•
SH

O
U

LD

•
W

ILL

•
W

O
U

LD

•
H

AV
E TO

: TH
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N
 IS N

O
T A

 M
O

DA
L BU

T IS C
LO

SELY RELATED
 TO

 M
O
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M
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N

IN
G

 A
N

D
 IS O

FTEN
 IN

TERC
H

A
N

G
ED

 W
ITH

 TH
EM



M
odalV

erb
Expressing

Exam
ple

m
ust

STRO
N

G
 O

BLIG
A

TIO
N

H
e m

ust study for the exam
.

logical conclusion / C
ertainty

H
e m

ust be very tired. H
e's been w

orking all day long.

m
ust not

PRO
H

IBITIO
N

Y
ou m

ust not sm
oke in the hospital.

can
A

BILITY
I can sw

im
.

PER
M

ISSIO
N

C
an I use your phone please?

PO
SSIBILITY

Sm
oking can cause cancer.

could
A

BILITY
IN

 TH
E PA

ST
W

hen I w
as younger I could run fast.

PO
LITE PER

M
ISSIO

N
Excuse m

e, could I just say som
ething?

PO
SSIBILITY

It could rain tom
orrow

!

m
ay

PER
M

ISSIO
N

M
ay I use your phone please?

PO
SSIBILITY, PRO

BA
BILITY

It m
ay rain tom

orrow
!

m
ight

PO
LITE PER

M
ISSIO

N
M

ight I suggest an idea?
PO

SSIBILITY, PRO
BA

BILITY
I m

ight go on holiday to A
ustralia next year.

should/oughtto

50 %
 O

BLIG
A

TIO
N

I should / ought to see a doctor. I have a terrible 
headache.

advice
Y

ou should / ought to revise your lessons
logical conclusion

H
e should / ought to be very tired. H

e's been w
orking 

all day long.



M
O

DA
LS -

M
U

ST

•
W

e can use m
ust to show

 that w
e are certain som

ething is true.  
W

e are m
aking a logical deduction based upon som

e clear 
evidence or reason.

o
There's no heating on. You m

ust be freezing.

o
It m

ust be nice to live in Florida.

o
You m

ust be thirsty after all that running.

o
It m

ust be John. H
e said he w

ould com
e at three o’clock



M
O

DA
LS -

M
U

ST
•

W
e also use m

ustto express a STRO
N

G
 O

BLIG
A

TIO
N. This usually m

eans that som
e personal 

circum
stance m

akes the obligation necessary (and the speaker alm
ost certainly agrees w

ith 
the obligation or the obligation com

es from
 the speaker him

self/herself or from
 the authority 

that w
rote the sentence). 

o
I m

ust go to bed earlier.

o
I m

ust stop sm
oking.

o
(Teacher to student) You m

ust hand in your hom
ew

ork on Tuesday or you w
ill 10%

 of your 
m

ark.

o
(Sign on a plane) Seat belts m

ust be w
orn by all passengers.

o
(Sign in a park) You m

ust have a perm
it to enter the park.



M
O

DA
LS -

M
U

ST
M

ust is used to express a strong recom
m

endation.

It can be substituted by should to m
itigate the strength of the sentence.

o
You sim

ply m
ust see that film

.

o
You m

ust take a day off and have som
e rest.

o
You should take a day off.

o
You should have a rest. =

 You ought to have a rest.

W
e

use «you
m

ust» or «w
e

m
ust» for a very

polite invitation.

o
You m

ust com
e round and see us.

o
W

e m
ust m

eet again soon.



M
O

DA
LS –

H
A

V
E TO

H
ave to is used to express a STRO

N
G

 O
BLIG

A
TIO

N
.Som

e external circum
stance 

m
akes the obligation necessary

or com
es from

 outside the speaker.

Positive 

o
I have to w

ork very long hours. 

o
W

e have to w
ear a uniform

 w
hen w

e're w
orking in reception.

o
(Student to teacher) W

hen do w
e have to hand in our hom

ew
ork?

Q
uestion 

o
D

o I have to pay in advance?

o
D

oes your father have to travel a lot at his job?



M
O

DA
LS –

H
A

V
E TO

 A
N

D
 H

A
V

E G
O

T TO

In British English, w
e often use have got to to

m
ean the sam

e as have to.

o
I've got to take this book back to the library or I'll get a fine.

o
W

e've got to finish now
 as som

ebody else needs this room
.

W
ill have to is used to talk about strong obligations. Like m

ust, this usually m
eans 

that som
e personal circum

stance m
akes the obligation necessary. (W

ill is often 
used to show

 'w
illingness'.)

o
I'll have to speak to him

.

o
W

e'll have to have lunch and catch up on all the gossip.



M
O

DA
LS –

D
O

N
’T

H
A

V
E TO

•
W

e use don't have to (or haven't got to in British English) to state that 
there is N

O
 obligation or necessity.

o
W

e don't have to get there on tim
e. The boss is aw

ay today.

o
I don't have to listen to this. I'm

 leaving.

o
You don't have to com

e if you don't w
ant to.

o
H

e doesn't have to sign anything if he doesn't w
ant to at this stage.

o
I haven't got to go. O

nly if I w
ant to.



M
O

DA
LS -

D
IFFER

EN
C

E BETW
EEN

 M
U

STN
'T

A
N

D
 D

O
N

'T 
H

A
V

E TO

The differences betw
een the affirm

ative
form

s of m
ust and have to are som

etim
es very 

sm
all and very subtle. H

ow
ever, there is a huge difference in the negative form

s. 

M
ustn't m

eans it's not allow
ed, or it's a bad idea.

•
You m

ustn't eat so m
uch chocolate, you'll be sick.

•
You m

ustn’t phone m
e at w

ork. W
e aren't allow

ed personal calls.

D
on't have to m

eans you don't need to do som
ething, but it's fine if you w

ant to do it. 
There’s no obligation at all, no need to do it.

•
I don't have to get up early at the w

eekend (I can stay in bed as long as I w
ant).



M
O

DA
LS –

M
U

ST O
R

 M
U

STN
’T ?

•
1)She is ill, so she___________see

the doctor.

•
2) It is raining. You_________ take your um

brella.

•
3) You ___________ throw

 litter on thestairs.

•
4) This is a secret. You_____________tellanybody.

•
5) You____________m

ake
noise in the library.

•
6) W

e____________hurry
or w

e w
ill m

iss the bus.

•
7) You___________eatfruit and vegetables.

•
8) The baby is sleeping. You___________shout.

•
9) You____________be

friendly to everybody.

•
10) You_____________w

alk
on the grass.

•
11) You____________take

notes during the lessons.

•
12) You____________speak

loudly in hospitals.



M
O

DA
LS –

M
U

STN
’T O

R
 D

O
N

’T H
A

V
E TO

?

•
1) It is forbidden. You______________do

that.

•
2) You______ask

m
y perm

ission. You can do w
hat you w

ant.

•
3) You__________speak

to the driver w
hen the bus is m

oving. It's dangerous.

•
4) H

elp yourself to anything you w
ant. You__________ask.

•
5) You___________park

here. There is a double yellow
 line.

•
6) Pay m

e back w
hen you can. You_____________do

it im
m

ediately.

•
7) It's optional. W

e____________to
go if you don't w

ant to.

•
8) I'll tell you a secret. You__________ tell any body else. Prom

ise?

•
9. Be on tim

e. You________be
late or w

e w
ill leave w

ithout you.

•
10. H

e's a m
illionaire. H

e___________w
ork

but he does because he enjoy sit.



M
O

DA
LS –

H
A

V
E TO

, H
A

S TO
, D

O
N

’T H
A

V
E TO

, O
R

 
D

O
ESN

’T H
A

V
E TO

?

•
3. You __________ have peppers on your pizza, but you can if you w

ant to.

•
4. A

 good pizza ____________taste good.

•
5. So, you ___________ choose the pizza toppings that you like best.

•
6. Personally, I love tom

atoes, so I alw
ays___________ have tom

atoes on m
y pizza!

•
7. You ____________ m

ake your ow
n pizza, you can buy a pizza from

 a pizza shop if you w
ant 

to.

•
8. Pizza tastes best w

hen it's hot, but you __________ eat hot pizza. You can eat it cold too.

•
9. The secretary ____________ know

 how
 to type.

•
10. A

 secretary _____________be a w
om

an. The secretary can be a m
an.

•
11.  ________ the secretary ________ w

ork Saturdays?

•
12. N

o, he/she __________go to w
ork on Saturdays.



M
O

DA
LS O

F O
BLIG

A
TIO

N
A

N
D

 PRO
H

IBITIO
N

-
PR

ESEN
T

Present
Positive

N
egative

have
to / don'thave to

strong obligation (possibly from
 outside); 

rule 
C

hildren have to go to school.
I have to be hom

e by ten.
She has to w

ear a uniform
 at w

ork.

no obligation
I don't have to w

ork on Sundays.
You don't have to eat w

hat you 
don't like.

m
ust/ m

ustn't
strong obligation (possibly based on the 
speaker's opinion); necessity; advice
I m

ust study
today.

W
e m

ust say good-bye now
.

You m
ust start looking after yourself.

negative obligation; prohibition
You

m
ustn'tsm

oke
here.

You
m

ustn’tpark here.
You m

ustn’t eat in the classroom
.

should / shouldn't
m

ild obligation or advice; recom
m

ending 
action
You should save som

e m
oney.

You should take a few
 days off.

I think w
e should check everything again.

m
ild negative obligation or 

advice; 
•You shouldn't sm

oke so m
uch.

•You shouldn’t talk to him
.



M
O

DA
LS O

F O
BLIG

A
TIO

N
A

N
D

 PRO
H

IBITIO
N

-
PA

ST
Present

Positive
N

egative

had to / didn't have to
obligation/necessity in the past
I had to w

ear a school uniform
 w

hen I w
as a 

child.
I had to do all m

y hom
ew

ork before dinner.
Everyone had to bring som

ething to eat.

no obligation in the past
W

e didn't have to go to school on 
Saturdays.

m
ust

changes
to 'had

to'

should have +
 past 

participle / shouldn't have 
+

 past participle

a past action w
hich didn't happen: the 

advice / regret is too late 
You should have gone to bed earlier, now

 
you have m

issed the train.
I should have apologized earlier.

a past action w
hich didn't happen: 

the advice / regret is too late 
You shouldn't have taken that job, it 
w

as a bad idea.
I shouldn’t have spoken to him

 like 
that.





1. W
e SH

O
U

LD
 buy our tickets early

2. You D
O

N
’T H

AV
E TO

 pay for children
3. She H

A
S TO

 do her exam
 again

4. C
A

N
 I go hom

e now
?

5. W
e SO

U
LD

N
’T arrive late

6. She C
A

N
’T drive

7. D
o w

e H
AV

E TO
 read this book?

8. You SO
U

LD
 eat m

ore vegetables
9. D

o I H
AV

E TO
 leave?

10. I C
A

N
 fly an aeroplane.



M
O

DA
LS O

F A
BILITY

•
A

bility can m
ean tw

o things:

1)
G

eneral ability: this is som
ething that once you have learned you can do any tim

e 
you w

ant, like being able to read or sw
im

 or speak your language, for exam
ple.

2)
Specific ability: this m

ean som
ething that you can or can't do in one particular 

situation. For exam
ple, being able to lift som

ething heavy, or find som
ew

here you are 
looking for.

•
There are three m

odal verbs used to show
 ability:

•
C

A
N

•
C

O
U

LD

•
BE A

BLE TO



M
O

DA
LS O

F A
BILITY

•
Present

C
an / can't (for both general and specific ability)

a)
I can play the piano.

b)
She can speak English.

c)
H

e can't drive, he's too tired.

d)
W

e can't com
e now.



M
O

DA
LS O

F A
BILITY

•
Past(1) 

•
C

ould / couldn't (for general ability)

A
) I could read w

hen I w
as four.

B) She could speak French w
hen she w

as a child, but now
 she has forgotten it.

•
W

as able to / couldn't (for specific ability) -w
hen som

eone actually succeeded in doing 
som

ething.

A
) W

hen the com
puter crashed yesterday, I w

as able to fix it. (N
ot 'I could fix it')

B) She w
as able to pass the exam

, even though she hadn't studied m
uch. (N

ot 'she could pass')

C
) H

e called us because he couldn't find the house.

D
) I couldn't open the w

indow.



M
O

DA
LS O

F A
BILITY

•
PA

ST (2) 

There is an exception w
ith the verbs of sense perception (see, hear, sm

ell, taste, feel) and 
som

e verbs of thinking (understand, rem
em

ber, decide, believe, guess). W
hen w

e form
 

sentences that express ability in particular past situations, w
e m

ust alw
ays use the 

m
odals could or couldn't. W

as/w
ere able to or w

asn't/w
eren't able to are never used 

w
ith these verbs.

•
A

) W
hen I cam

e into the kitchen, I could sm
ell som

ething burning.

•
B) W

hen I looked out of the w
indow, I could see a m

an w
alking dow

n the street.

•
C

) The w
om

an spoke only French, therefore I couldn't understand w
hat she said.

•
D

) I couldn't decide w
hether to ask her out or not.



M
O

DA
LS O

F PO
SSIBILITY

•
PA

ST(3)

C
O

U
LD

 +
 H

A
V

E +
 PA

ST PA
R

TIC
IPLE (A

N
 A

BILITY
/PO

SSIBILITY
 SO

M
EO

N
E H

A
D

 

IN
 TH

E PA
ST, but didn't use). W

e use could have to say that som
eone had the 

ability/opportunity to do som
ething, but did not do it:

•
A

) I could have played the piano w
ell but I didn't practise

enough.

•
B) W

e could have com
e earlier.

•
C

) She could have studied law, but she preferred to becom
e a secretary.



M
O

DA
LS O

F A
BILITY

•
Future

W
ill / w

on't be able to (general ability)

A
) A

t the end of the course, you w
ill be able to m

ake your ow
n w

ebsite.

B) H
e w

on't be able to speak Japanese in a w
eek! It w

ill take m
onths.

C
an / can't (specific ability)

C
) I can help you tom

orrow.

D
) I can't com

e to the party.



M
A

N
A

G
E TO

•
If w

e w
ant to em

phasize that the action is difficult w
e can use m

anage to in the present 
or past.

A
) Iusually m

anage to visit 20 countries every year.

B) Im
anaged to finish the book but it w

as very boring. 

•
In the negative w

e can use couldn’t, w
asn’t able to, and didn’t m

anage to for a 
specific action. 

C
) I couldn’t book the tickets. 

D
) I w

asn’t able to book the tickets. 

E) I didn’t m
anage to book the tickets.



M
O

DA
LS O

F PER
M

ISSIO
N

•
W

e use can to ask for perm
ission to do som

ething:

A
)

C
an I ask a question, please?                              B) C

an w
e go hom

e now
?

•
C

ould is m
ore form

al and polite than can:

C
) C

ould I ask a question please? 
D

) C
ould w

e go hom
e now

?

•
M

ay is another m
ore form

al and polite w
ay of asking for perm

ission:

E) M
ay I ask a question please?                               F) M

ay w
e go hom

e now
?



M
O

DA
LS O

F PER
M

ISSIO
N

•
W

e use can to give perm
ission:

A
)

You can go hom
e now

 if you like. 
B) You can borrow

 m
y pen if you like.

•
M

ay is a m
ore form

al and polite w
ay of giving perm

ission:

C
) You m

ay go hom
e now, if you like.

•
W

e use can to say that som
eone has perm

ission to do som
ething:

D
) W

e can go out w
henever w

e w
ant.                           E) Students can travel free.

•
M

ay is a m
ore form

al and polite w
ay of saying that som

eone has perm
ission:

F) Students m
ay travel free.



M
O

DA
LS O

F PER
M

ISSIO
N

C
an, could or be able to?

•
1) Last w

eek w
e _________ sw

im
m

ing, this w
eek w

e can't. (C
an / to go)

•
2) M

aybe the Sm
iths _______________ a new

 house next year. (C
an/ to build)

•
3) If you try hard, you____________________ your exam

inations. (C
an / to pass)

•
4) D

ennis ________________ the trum
pet after four m

onths. (C
an / to play)

•
5) Luke has passed his driving test, now

 he _____________ a car. (C
an / to drive)

•
6) I _________________ to him

 on the phone for three w
eeks last m

onth. (N
ot / can / to speak)

•
7)A

lex ______________ his hom
e w

ork w
hen his desk is in such a m

ess. (N
ot / can / to do)

•
8) They w

ere so busy, they _____________ m
e a text m

essage. ( N
ot / can / to w

rite)

•
9)Lisa______________ her dress. She can w

ear it again. (C
an / to clean)



M
O

DA
LS O

F PER
M

ISSIO
N

can, can't, could, couldn't, or be able to ?

•
1) Lucy ___________ m

ake it to our m
eeting after all. She's stuck in traffic.

•
2) John ____________ play tennis really w

ell. H
e's cham

pion of his club.

•
3) U

nfortunately, I ____________ really

•
4) I searched for your house for ages. Luckily I ______________ find it in the end.

•
5) She's seven years old, but she ____________ read yet. H

er parents are getting her extra 
lessons.

•
6) I read the book three tim

es, but I ________________ understand it.

•
7) Jam

es____________ speak Japanese w
hen he lived in Japan, but he's forgotten m

ost of it now
.

•
8) I _______________ understand the chapter w

e had to read for hom
ew

ork. It w
as so difficult.

•
9) I________________ lift this box -it's too heavy! W

ould you help m
e?

•
10) I________ open this w

indow
! I think it's stuck.


