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LESSON 26

· How to use modals

In 2, we talked about primary auxiliaries and learned how to ask questions. In this lesson, we will briefly discuss the main functions of modal auxiliary verbs. 

CAN, COULD v MAY, MIGHT
	
	can
	could
	may
	might

	ability
	**
	**
	
	

	permission
	**
	*
	*
	*

	possibility
	***
	**
	***
	***


1.1
Ability: only can/could is used. (May/might is not used.)

Can you swim?
There is no clear-cut distinction between can (= ‘ability’) and can (= ‘possibility’).
Can he bring it back?

Can you type it for me?
1.2
Permission: could is more polite than can. May is more formal or polite. (Might is rarely used.)
Can/Could/May I borrow your pen, please?

1.3
Possibility: could/might means “possible but unlikely”.

It could/might rain although I see no clouds.
xe "could have"

xe "might have"
For a past possibility/deduction, we use:

could/might/may have + past participle. (Can is not used.)
If you had worked harder, you might have passed it.
Arnold is late. He may have missed the bus.

Two distinct meanings of might + Perfect:

Contrary to fact:

You might have told me! 

(But ‘you didn’t’)

You might have met him if you’d been there.

(But ‘you did not meet him’.)

Not contrary to fact:

You might have dropped it somewhere.

(It is just possible that you (have) dropped it somewhere.)
Must is also used for deduction.
“Oh, hello. You must be Joe’s mother.” “No. I’m Joe’s wife.”
That cannot/can’t be true: it must be false.
They must have eaten all that food. 
( They can’t have eaten all that food. xe "must have"
He can’t be serious. (It is not possible [that he is serious].)

He may not be serious. (It is possible [that he is not serious].)
EXERCISE
1.
“It must have been Mary you saw at the gate.”

“No, it ___ Mary. She is in hospital. I saw her just 10 minutes ago.”

A.
mustn’t 

B.
couldn’t have been

C.
mustn’t have been

D.
couldn’t be

2.
He could have come to our help but ___

A.
he hasn’t.

B.
he did.

C.
he didn’t.

D.
he had. 
3.
X: Your brother may be in the library.

Y: He ___ there. I’ve just been there myself.

A.
must not be

B.
may not be

C.
can’t be

D.
couldn’t be
BCC
MUST
2.1
Must v can’t
	
	may
	might
	could
	must

	strong deduction
	
	
	
	***

	weak deduction
	**
	***
	***
	


Must is also used for deduction.

“Oh, hello. You must be Joe’s mother.” “No. I’m Joe’s wife.”
That cannot/can’t be true: it must be false.
They must have eaten all that food. 
( They can’t have eaten all that food. xe "must have"
He can’t be serious. (It is not possible [that he is serious].)

He may not be serious. (It is possible [that he is not serious].)
2.2
Must v should, ought to
	
	must
	should
	ought to

	strong obligation
	***
	
	

	weak obligation
	
	***
	***


You must work hard.

You should work hard.

You ought to work hard.

You mustn’t smoke in here.

You shouldn’t smoke in here.

You oughtn’t to smoke in here.
Should and ought to express a favourable attitude towards the event or state referred to.

Our candidate ought to win the election. (?( Our candidate ought to lose the election.)

Roses should grow pretty well in this soil. (?( … should grow badly in this soil.)

2.3
Must v have to

You must save that money to buy a house. (= ‘I’m telling you’)

You have to save that money to buy a house. (= ‘This is a financial requirement’)

You must not go yet. (You are required [not to go yet].)

You don’t have to go yet. (You are not required [to go] yet.)

EXERCISE
Choose the best answer.
1.
“I’m sorry for causing you this inconvenience; but I simply ___ what I did.”

a.
had to do

b.
have to do

c.
couldn’t do

d.
might have done

2.
We all ___ work hard if we want to achieve something in life.

a.
should have

b.
ought

c.
should be

d.
must

A D
3.
I ___ go to the dentist. I've had toothache for 3 days.

a. must
c. must to
b. have to
d. has to

4.
John is joining the army next week, so he … get his hair cut.

a. must
c. have to
b. must to
d. has to

5.
You … try the ice-cream. It's delicious!

a. must
c. has to
b. have to
d. must to

6. 
I … call my parents tonight. I haven’t spoken to them all week.

a. must
c. have to
b. must to
d. has to

7. 
I … pay for my plane ticket by 6 pm tonight, or the airline will cancel my reservation.

a. must
c. have to
b. has to
d. must to

8.
John and James …wear suits at work. Formal dress is compulsory.

a. have to
c. has to
b. must
d. must to
adaaca
WILL

3.1
Will v must
Will (= ‘prediction’) may belong to contexts similar to those of must (= ‘logical necessity’).

By now they’ll (/ must) be eating dinner.

That’ll (/ must) be the electrician – I’m expecting him to call about some rewiring.

3.2
Will v can

The auditorium will (/ can) seat 500.

Will (/Can) that window open?
3.3
Will v shall

Shall and will are used more or less interchangeably in statements (I shall/will…), though not in questions.


Shall we go?

Shall I help you?
WOULD xe "would"

xe "will"
4.1(a)
Would can be used as a past form of will. This happens, for instance, in reported speech.

‘I’ll see you again tomorrow.’
He said he would see me again the next day.

4.1(b)
Would is used to express the idea of ‘future in the past’.

The crowd was excited. Everyone was wondering who would win. Who would be this year’s tennis champion?

4.2
Would does not always have a past meaning. In many structures, it is like a ‘less definite’ form of will.

I would stay and help you if I could.

I would like a cup of tea.

Requests are more polite if they are made with would instead of will.

Would you please unlock this door?

4.3
Very often should, would, might and could do not refer to past time.

You should do it now.

Would you put the books here, please?

It could/might rain tomorrow.

To refer to past time, use should have, would have, etc. 

You should have done it yesterday.
Contrary to fact:
He should have gone home, but he did not.

Not contrary to fact:
He should have gone home. I don’t think you can find him in the office now.

EXERCISE
Add should or would in the following sentences:



1.
Do you think he __________ mind helping us for a few minutes?

2.
You really __________ not say such things.

3.
These things __________ not be here at all. Take them away.

4.
He decided that he __________ have to work harder.

5.
I __________ prefer not to give any explanation.

6.
I calculate that the plane __________ land in about half an hour.

7.
He said that the plane __________ land in half an hour.

NEED
5.1
Need can be a main verb / modal.

You need to go to school. 

You don’t need to go to school. 
You need not go to school. 
The word need in the first two sentences is a main verb; that in the last sentence is an auxiliary modal verb.
We don’t need to + V…
= We needn’t + V…

Do you need to + V…? 
= Need you + V…?

5.2
The absence of necessity in the past can be expressed in two ways. xe "needn't have"
Contrary to fact:
I needn’t have told him (but I did and I realize now that it wasn’t really necessary).

Not contrary to fact:
I didn’t need to tell him (and I didn’t tell him because I realized then that it wasn’t necessary).
EXERCISE

Example:

It was not necessary for them to bring their bathing costumes, as there was no swimming pool when they arrived.

=They needn’t have brought their bathing costumes…

It was not necessary for her to speak so loud; her audience was much smaller this time.

=She didn’t need to speak so loud…

1.
It was not necessary for me to put on a coat as it wasn’t raining.

2.
It was not necessary for us to buy more whisky and we were very angry when we discovered it later.

3.
It was not necessary for John to telephone Mary; he could have saved himself the trouble.

4.
It was not necessary for them to take the examination again as they had already passed it.

5.
It was not necessary for you to go there in person and you wasted the whole morning doing so.

MODALS IN QUESTIONS

6.1
May in its ‘possibility’ sense does not occur at all in questions.

They may be asleep.

( May they be asleep?

6.2(a)
Must, need and do… have to are all used in a complaining type of question.

Need you be so rude?

Must you drop ash all over my carpet?

6.2(b)
Need does not normally occur in positive statements.

Need you be so strict?

Yes, I’m afraid I must.

( Yes, I need.

6.3
The answer to a hypothetical request often contains the corresponding non-hypothetical auxiliary:

‘Would you hold the gate open?’ ‘Of course I will.’
‘Could I ask your opinion?’ ‘Certainly you can.’
EXERCISE
Choose the best answer.
1.
X: Need I do this exercise, too?

Y: Yes, ___

A.
you need.

B.
you must.

C.
you can.

D.
you may.

2.
“You need ___”

A.
work hard.

B.
working hard.

C.
to work hard.

D.
to work hardly. BC
MODALS AND PAST
1. I’m surprised he wasn’t at the party. He…

A. must has forgotten

B. must to has forgotten

C. must have forgotten

D. must to have forgotten

2. The bus is really late today. It…

A. might have broken down

B. might have broke down

C. might have break down

D. might have breaks down

3. You… have seen David at work; he’s on holiday in France.

A. could

B. can’t
C. must

D. might

4. I’m not sure. They… have done it, or perhaps not.

A. must

B. could

C. can’t 

D. can

5. Where’s my ticket? I must… it on the train!

A. have leave

B. to have left

C. left

D. have left

6. I’m certain. Nobody else was there. She… have taken it.

A. could

B. might

C. may

D. must
7. Li: I haven't eaten all day. 

Susan: You must be _________!

A. furious
B. exhausted
C. nervous
D. starving

8. Juan: I'm definitely going to buy this MP3 player. It can hold up to 20,000 songs!
Fernando: Wow, it's great - you must be __________!

A. feeling rich
B. feeling flush
C. rolling in it
D. all of the above answers

9. Wioletta: When I got home last night, I realised I'd lost my key. I couldn't get in the house and it was SO cold!
Ahmed: Oh no, that must _____________! What did you do in the end?

A. be awful
B. have been awful
C. be terrific
D. have been terrific

10. John: I couldn't sleep at all last night. Peter: You must be ___________!

A. exhausted
B. knackered
C. shattered
D. all of the above answers

11. Claudette: I'm going for a run. Do you want to come?
Alice: You must be ___________! It's snowing outside.

A. busy

B. hungry
C. mad
D. all of the above answers

12. Paul: The hotel was amazing; it had this beautiful pool with a bar in the middle!

Carol: Oh, that must have been ______________!

A. wonderful

B. terrific
C. fantastic
D. all of the above answers

SUMMARY

Modals and their usual meanings

	
	can
	may
	might
	could
	must
	should
	ought to
	would
	will
	shall
	used to

	ability
	**
	
	
	**
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	permission
	**
	*
	*
	*
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	possibility
	***
	***
	***
	**
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	strong deduction
	
	
	
	
	***
	
	
	
	
	
	

	weak deduction
	
	**
	***
	***
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	strong obligation
	
	
	
	
	***
	
	
	
	
	
	

	weak obligation
	
	
	
	
	
	***
	***
	
	
	
	

	volition (or wish)
	
	*
	
	
	
	
	
	**
	**
	**
	

	prediction (or future)
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	**
	***
	***
	

	past state/habit
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	***

	unreal meaning
	
	
	*
	***
	
	**
	
	***
	
	
	


Also, need and dare sometimes behave like modals.

Modal and past http://www.bbc.co.uk/worldservice/learningenglish/flatmates/episode65/quiz.shtml
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