
 

Modal Verbs 
Modal verbs are verbs which behave differently from normal verbs: 

1. They do not take ‘-s’ in the third person. 
2. They use ‘not’ to make the negative form. 
3. Many of them cannot be used in the past or the future tenses. 

 
Modal verbs express the mode of a verb: ability, obligation, probability  or any other condition of the main verb. 
 

 PRESENT PAST  FUTURE 
ABILITY 

 

CAN 
Can you speak English? 
 
 
BE (AM/IS/ARE) ABLE TO 
Are you able to speak English? 
 
‘Be able to’ is possible, but ‘can’ is more usual. 

COULD (general ability) 
My brother could swim when he 
was four. 
 
WAS/WERE ABLE TO (specific 
ability) 
When the computer crashed 
yesterday, I was able to fix it. 

 
 
 
 
WILL BE ABLE TO 
At the end of the course, you 
will be able to make your own 
website. 
 

OBLIGATION MUST (strong personal opinion: the 
speaker marks the obligation) 
You must study hard. 
 
HAVE TO (external obligation: the 
speaker communicates the obligation) 
Children have to go to school. 

 
 
 
 
HAD TO 
When I was five, I had to wear a 
school uniform. 

MUST 
You must go to school 
tomorrow. 
 
WILL HAVE TO 
Will you have to do your 
exercise? 
 



PROBABILITY MAY/MIGHT/COULD (When something is 
possible) 
Ann may be in her office. (Perhaps she is there) 
 
MUST (When we feel sure something is 
true) 
He is driving a car, so he must be over 18. 
 
CAN’T (When we feel sure something 
isn’t true) 
He can’t be ill because he was playing football. 

 MAY / MIGHT /COULD 
(They are synonyms) 
The weather forecast isn’t very 
good. It may rain tomorrow. 
This could / might be 
dangerous. 

ADVICE SHOULD / OUGHT TO 
You should study hard. 
You ought to go to the dentist. 

  

PROHIBITION MUSTN’T 
You mustn’t smoke here. 

  

LACK OF 
OBLIGATION 

DON’T HAVE TO 
I don’t have to work on Sundays. 
DON’T NEED TO (it’s not necessary that 
you do something) 
You needn’t buy eggs, I’ve already bought them. 

  

 

 
 


