Session 8Modals (all forms)

Modals
	


can
	· A general ability in the present or future
· An informal request ,offer, asking permission
· To make statements or criticisms sound less definite
	I can go to the meeting, but I can’t stay long.
Where can I put this box?

John can be quite rude sometimes.

	
can’t
	An impossibility or something hard to believe
	He can’t be asleep; there’s loud music playing in his room.

	


could
	· A general ability in the past
· Possibility

· A polite request, asking permission
· A suggestion
	I couldn’t speak English very well back then.
Answer the phone-it could be important!
Could I borrow a pen?

We could try that new restaurant tonight.

	

couldn’t
	· negative supposition or deduction

· with comparative adjectives or adverbs to add emphasis
	The package couldn’t be from Bill. He would have said  something. (similar to can’t)
The food at that restaurant couldn’t be better.

	




may / might
	· future possibility
· a polite request, asking permission
· may is used to express formal wishes and hopes
· We use may / might +as well (informal) when there is nothing more interesting or better to do, or when comparing one unpleasant situation to another.
	It may / might rain.
May I see the letter?

May all your wishes come true!
This museum is free so we might as well take a look inside!


	will
	· Future certainty or prediction
· Willingness, a spontaneous decision
	I expect you’ll feel better soon.

I’ll take out the garbage.

	won’t
	An offer or invitation (formal)
	Won’t you have some more cake?

	


would
	· A polite request

· Past habitual actions


· Past form of will
	Would you pass me the salt, please?
In those days we would walk to school every day.

He hoped he would see her again.

	


should / ought to
	· An obligation, recommendation, advice

· Probability or what we expect to happen
· To emphasize a reaction (should)
	I don’t think you ought to be taking these medicines at the same time.
The appointment shouldn’t take long.
“Jack just apologized.” “I should hope so!”

	
must
	· An obligation or recommendation
· For positive logical assumptions / deductions
	You must notify the authorities immediately.
She must be thrilled that her son is coming home.

	mustn’t
	prohibition
	You mustn’t drive over 50moh on this road.

	

shall
	· A polite suggestion or an offer of help (with I or we)
· In rules, regulations, and contracts
	Shall we have lunch in town today?

The tenant shall be responsible for the payment of all bills.




Semi-modals
	




be able to
	· General ability (=can) – can be expressed in all tenses
· A specific past ability, managing to do something despite difficulty
· After modals such as may . might and would / should and after verbs like want, hope, or expect
	Were you able to find your way home easily?

My car broke down but I was able to fix it.


We should be able to solve this problem together.
Pete might be able to fix my computer for me.

	have / has to
	External obligation or necessity – can be expressed in all tenses
	You don’t have to give me an answer immediately.



Modal Perfects
	

must have
must not have
	· Logical assumption / certainty about a past action
· Negative deduction about the past
	My pen is gone; someone must have taken it.

He looks happy. He must not have heard the bad news.

	
can’t have
couldn’t have
	
when we are sure that something did not happen
	She can’t have taken the car – it’s parked outside

It couldn’t have been Alan because he’s in the USA.

	
may / might / could have
	uncertainty about a possible past action
	He may / might have been the man I spoke to – I’m not sure.

	


could have
	· When we had the ability to do something in the past but didn’t do it
· Uncertainty or when we guess because we don’t know.
	I could have applied for the jib, but I decided not to.

It could have been Sam, but I didn’t recognize his voice.

	
couldn’t have
	To express surprise or disbelief
	He couldn’t have stolen the money!
Ann couldn’t have been happier with the gifts.

	



should / ought to have
	· when expectations were not fulfilled

· when sensible advice was not followed
· criticism or annoyance
	He ought to have told us about the problem before now.
You should have studied harder for the test.

You shouldn’t have spoken to her like that.


	
would have
	
possible event which didn’t actually happen

	
A cab would have gotten us to the airport faster.

	
needn’t have
	It wasn’t necessary to do something, but it was done anyway
	You needn’t have come all this way.

	will have
	An action that will be completed by some point in the future.
	Let’s meet at 6. I’ll have finished work by then.



Notes
1. The past participle can be omitted in spoken English where the meaning is clear.
e.g.
“Did Bill bring those chocolates?” “I don’t know – he might have.”
What beautiful flowers – you really shouldn’t have! 
2. In American English must not have is used for negative deductions about the past. In British English, can’t have is used.
e.g.
AmE David isn’t here. He must not have heard that we’re meeting
BrE   David isn’t here. He can’t have heard that we’re meeting.

