
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j8OdE4hSyUw 

    

     

 

CAMBRIDGE ENGLISH DIGITAL QUALIFICATIONS – HELPING YOU TO LIVE, WORK 

AND STUDY ABROAD. AVAILABLE NOW AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MACERATA. 

http://cla.unimc.it/it/certificazioni/inglese 
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APPENDIX 2: MODAL VERBS 
 
Introduction: Modal verbs can be divided into two basic groups: 
i) Central Modals: can, could, will, would, shall, should, may, might, must, ought to. 

ii) Semi-Auxiliaries: have to, have got to, tend to, need to, to be able to, be allowed to, to be supposed to. 

 
Central Modals behave as follows: 
+ I can / you can / he can / she can / it can… etc. 
— I can’t / you can’t / he can’t / she can’t / it can’t… etc. 
? Can I ? / Can you ? / Can he ? / Can she ? / Can it ? … etc. 
 
Semi-Auxiliaries, by contrast, usually act like this: 

+ I have to / You have to / He, she, it has to… etc. 
— I don’t have to / You don’t have to / He, she, it doesn’t have to...  etc. 
? Do I have to ? / Do you have to ? / Does he / she / it have to ? … etc. 
 
Or like this: 

+ I am allowed to / You are allowed to / He, she, it is allowed to… etc. 
— I am not allowed to / You are not allowed to / He, she, it is not allowed to… etc. 
? Am I allowed to ? / Are you allowed to ? / Is he, she, it allowed to ? etc.  
 
Modal verbs are always followed by the infinitive without ‘to’. 
Central modal verbs do not have infinitives, past forms, present or past participles or an –s ending in the third person 
singular. Semi-auxiliaries are sometimes used to supply their past or future forms, as here: 
 

PAST PRESENT FUTURE 

Could Can Will be able to 

Had to Must Will have to 

Might May  

Should  Shall 

Would  Will 
 

All modal verbs have at least two meanings. These can be grouped into categories such as Ability, Permission, 
Obligation, Possibility, Probability etc. 
 
1) Ability: can, could, be able to. 
i) We use Can, Could and Be Able To to talk about the ability to do something, e.g. 
“Now I can play the piano. I couldn’t when I was nine years old.” 
“When I was nine years old, I couldn’t drive. Now I can.” 
“When I leave university, I will be able to…” 
 
ii) We also use Can and Could with verbs of perception, e.g. “I can hear someone coming”, “I can’t see a thing”, “They 
could smell gas”, “She couldn’t  taste any sugar.” 
 
iii) The difference between ‘I could’ and ‘I was able to’ is that ‘I could’ indicates that you had the ability to do something, 
e.g. ‘I knew that, if necessary, I could swim to safety from the sinking ship’, although you did not necessarily do it in 
reality. ‘I was able to’, by contrast, indicates that you succeeded in doing so, e.g. ‘I was able to swim to safety.’ 
 
iv) Now watch the BBC news report: ‘Sargy Mann: Painting with inner vision - BBC News’ 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=x9vHwCIaSwM 
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v) Complete the sentences below using can / can’t / could / couldn’t / will be able to / won’t be able to 

a) Sargy Mann …………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. see. 

b) Sargy Mann ………………………………………………………………………………………………………….. see again. 

c) Sargy Mann ………………………………………………….……………………….. paint the images he sees in his mind. 

d) When he was 30, he …………………………………………………………………………………………………... still see. 

e) When he was 35, he ……………………………………………………………………………………………. see anymore. 

f) When he was 30, he …………………………………………………………………..……………………. paint landscapes. 

g) Now, he …………………………………………………………………………………………... paint landscapes anymore. 

h) Now, he ………………………………………………………………………………………… still paint portraits of his wife.  

i) The gallery owner thinks he …………………………………...…….…….. sell a large Sargy Mann painting for £50,000. 

j) Sargy Mann thinks he ………………… always ……………….….. paint if the subject comes from his own experience. 
 
vi) Now talk about your present, past and future abilities using modal verbs. 
 
 
2) Permission: can, may, be allowed to 
i) Can, May and Be Allowed To are used to talk about permission, e.g. “You aren’t allowed to smoke in here”, “We were 

allowed to take photographs”, “The prisoner will be allowed to see his lawyer for about half an hour”. 
 
ii) Can and May are used for asking for and receiving permission: e.g. “Can I come in ?”, “May I sit down ?” 
Can is more direct, May is more formal, e.g. “May I use your phone ?”, “Can I borrow your pen ?”, “Yes, you may.”, “No, 
you can’t.” 
 
Now complete this sentence using modal verbs: When I go to my grandparents’ house, I can / can’t / am (not) allowed to  
 
3) Obligation: must, should, ought to, needn’t, have to, be supposed to 
Must    — it is necessary that you do something. 

Mustn’t    — it is necessary that you do not do something. 
Have to / Have got to  — it is necessary that you do something. 
Don’t have to / Haven’t got to — it is not necessary but you can if you want to. 
Needn’t    — it is not necessary but you can if you want to. 
Should    — it is the correct thing to do. 
Ought to   — it is the correct thing to do. 
To be supposed to  — it is the expected thing. 
 
Permission and Obligation: what can / can’t / must / mustn’t / needn’t you do at the following ages ? 

6 14 16 18 67 

 
4) Possibility: can, could, may, might 
Can indicates a 100% possibility in the present or the future  e.g. ‘Yes, I can do that for you immediately.’ 
Could indicates a 50% possibility in the present or the future  e.g. ‘She could go to Oxford or Cambridge.’ 
May indicates a 30% possibility in the present or the future  e.g. ‘The weather is very cold. It may snow.’ 
Might indicates a 10% possibility in the present or the future  e.g. ‘If we’re lucky, it might be sunny all day.’ 
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5) Probability: must, could, may, might, can’t 

It must be true 90% probability  e.g. Vincent Van Gogh must be the world’s most famous painter. 
It could be true  50% probability  e.g. The baby could be a boy or it could be a girl. We don’t know yet. 
It may be true 30% probability  e.g. There may be a general election next year. 
It might be true 10% probability  e.g. NASA might send a man to Mars in 2040. 
It can’t be true 1% probability  e.g. No, Michael Jackson and Amy Winehouse can’t still be alive. 
 
Now read the sentences below: 

a) It will rain this weekend. 
b) There is a monster in Loch Ness. 
c) About 1,000,000,000 people around the world can speak English. 
d) Prince Harry will be the next King of England. 

e) Most English people dream about their monarch at least once in their lives. 
f) Most Italian people dream about their Prime Minister at least once in their lives. 
 
None of the above can be proved 100% true or false. The speaker therefore has to estimate the probability of each 
statement. Now comment upon them using Must, Could, May, Might or Can’t, e.g. “It must be true”, “It can’t be true”, “It 
might be true”. 
 
6) Predictions: will / won’t / shall / shan’t / should / shouldn’t 
i) We use Will / Won’t / Should and Shouldn’t to make predictions or logical deductions about the future based on what 
we know, not what we can see happening in the present, e.g. 
a) He left half an hour ago, so he’ll be home by now. 
b) It’s nearly Christmas, so the shops will be crowded. 
c) We shall be on holiday in New Zealand in August so I’m afraid I shan’t be able to come to your party. 
d) She is convinced that she won’t pass her driving test. 
e) San Marino won’t win the match against Brazil. 
f) He has studied hard, so he should pass the exam. 
g) She shouldn’t have any trouble at the job interview. 
 
ii) The use of Should / Shouldn’t indicates that we approve of the action, state or event, e.g. “In 2100, we should have a 
cure for cancer and there shouldn’t be a housing problem” whereas Will/Won’t is neutral, e.g.  “In 2100, tigers will 
probably be extinct and there won’t be any rain forests left.” 
 
7) Other Uses of Will/Won’t & Shall/Shan’t: 
We can also use Will / Won’t for, 
 

i) Instant decisions, e.g. “I’ll have white wine”, “I’ll have chicken”, “I’ll have fish”, “OK, I’ll see what I can do.” 
ii) Promises, e.g. “I’ll buy you a bicycle”, “I’ll let you know immediately”, “I won’t forget to write to you.” 
iii) Refusals, e.g. “I won’t come to work tomorrow”, “He won’t do his homework”, “They won’t listen to me.” 
iv) Orders, e.g. “You will come to work tomorrow or you’ll be fired !”, “You will do exactly as I tell you !” 
v) Requests, e.g. “Will you please be quiet !”, “Will you please sit down”, “Will you please close the door ?” 
vi) Invitations, e.g. “Will you come to my party ?”, “Will you have a drink with us later on ?” 
vii) Conditional Sentences, e.g. “I shall let you know if the boss agrees to it”, “If it rains tomorrow, I won’t go to Rome.” 
 
NB. Shall/Shan’t can only be used with ‘I’ and ‘We’ when making predictions. Other uses include, 
 

i) Promises, e.g. “I shall buy you a bicycle”, “I shall let you know immediately”, “We shan’t forget to write”. 
ii) Suggestions/Proposals, e.g. “Shall we go out tonight ?”, “Shall I pick you up later on ?”, “Shall we dance ?” 
iii) The formal future, especially with regard to legal or contractual obligations, e.g. All invoices shall be paid within 90 
days, Helmets shall be worn at all times, The client shall meet all reasonable travel expenses, i.e. it is mandatory. 
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Now make some predictions about yourself: “In the next ten years, I will / shall / won’t / shan’t / should / shouldn’t……” 

 

Think about your expectations concerning education, work, housing, family life, earnings, travel, personal ambitions etc.  

 
8) Speculation About Hypothetical Situations: would  
We use Would/Wouldn’t to speculate about hypothetical situations in the present and/or the future, e.g.  
 

a) “What would you do if you lost your job ?” - “I think I would leave Italy, I certainly wouldn’t stay where I am.” 
b) “Would you prefer to live in New York or Los Angeles ?” – “Actually, I think Miami would be the best place.” 
c) “I would love to own a sports car but I wouldn’t be able to afford to run it.” 
d) “What would you say if I asked you to marry me ?” 
 

Now, in pairs or groups, try to imagine: (i) The holiday of my dreams; (ii) The holiday of my nightmares. 
 
9) Other Uses of Would: 
We also use Would/Wouldn’t, 

i) In Conditional Sentences, e.g. “I wouldn’t buy a Smartwatch if I were you”, 

“If I could speak French, I would work in Paris.” 

ii)  To make requests, e.g. “I would like a ticket”, “Would you fill in this form”, “Would you sign here, please.” 

iii)  To make invitations, e.g. “Would you like to dance ?”, “Would you like to come to the cinema ?” 

iv)  To express wishes, e.g. “No, I wouldn’t like to dance”, “Frankly, I would like to resign”, “I wish it would snow.” 

v)  To express a preference, e.g.  “I’d rather stay at home”, “We’d rather you didn’t contact us again.”  
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10) Practice Test: Now fill in each of the gaps below using the appropriate form of a modal verb. 

 

1) You ……………………………….…….. be mad if you think I’m going to lend you any more money. 

2) I want to go out tonight. ……………………………………………………..….. we go to the cinema ? 

3)  ………………………………………...…………. I ask you a personal question ? Are you married ?  

4) This company needs a secretary who …………..…………….. speak English, French and German. 

5) It isn’t obligatory to have a biometric passport now but you  ................................... have one soon. 

6) If you want to go abroad, I ................ bother buying foreign currency, if I were you, just use your 

debit card when you get there. If your card is stolen, however, you ……………. tell your bank as 

soon as possible so that they ………... cancel the old one and issue you with a new one. 

Remember that the local branch …………… not be open on Saturdays so, before you go, you 

……………. telephone them to check whether anyone ................. be there. You ……………  inform 

the police but I think it ............ be a good idea to do so. I remember when an Italian friend of mine 

had his wallet, tickets and passport stolen in London. He ……………...…….. to wait for nearly a 

week before he was ………………………………..….……. to return home to Italy. 
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ii) Would you prefer ‘Comfort Mode’ or ‘Adventure Mode’? Why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

NOW LOOK AT DOCASTAWAY’S FACEBOOK PAGE 

https://www.facebook.com/pg/Docastaway/about/ 

 

Which of these holidays would you like to try? Why? 

 

http://www.docastaway.com/
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