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Modal verbs are special helping verbs in English used to indicate ability, permission, possibility, necessity, or obligation. These verbs add extra meaning to our sentences. Unlike regular verbs, modal verbs don’t change their form based on tense or subject, which makes them unique. Modal verbs such as “can,” “may,” and “should” are among the
most common verbs in English. Knowing how to use these verbs can help you communicate your ideas clearly. Types of Modal Verbs Modal verbs can be divided based on their function. Each modal verb adds a specific meaning to a sentence. Let’s explore the different types of modal verbs, their uses, and some examples: 1. Ability Modals Modal verbs
like “can” and “could” are used to express ability. Can: To show present ability. Example: Ali can solve difficult math problems. Could: To show past ability. Example: Maria could ride a bike when she was six. 2. Permission Modals Modal verbs like “can,” “could,” and “may” are used to ask for or grant permission. May: For formal permission. Example:
May I use your laptop, Aisha? Can: For informal permission. Example: You can borrow my notebook, Imran. 3. Possibility Modals Verbs like “may,” “might,” and “could” are used to indicate that something is possible but not certain. Might: To show uncertainty or a weak possibility. Example: Fatima might attend the concert. Could: To show a
possibility. Example: They could arrive late due to traffic. 4. Obligation and Necessity Modals “Must” and “have to” are used to indicate obligation or necessity. Must: For strong personal obligation. Example: You must finish this assignment today, Zain. Have to: To show an external obligation. Example: Layla has to follow the school dress code. 5.
Advice Modals Modals like “should,” “ought to,” and “had better” are used to give advice or recommendations. Should: To suggest something beneficial. Example: You should call your cousin, Sameer. List of Modal Verbs Here is a full list of all modal verbs: Can Could May Might Will Would Shall Should Must Ought to Have to Had better Examples of
Modal Verbs in Sentences Can: Maryam can bake delicious cakes. Hamza can help you with your homework. Could: Usman could jump very high when he was younger. Sara could come if she finishes her tasks early. May: May I sit here, Zainab? It may snow tonight. Might: They might visit us this weekend. Hassan might be at the library now. Will:
Fatima will join us for dinner. Will you attend the meeting, Bilal? Would: She would bring flowers every time she visited. I would love a glass of water, please. Shall: We shall overcome all difficulties. Shall we start the presentation? Should: You should exercise every day, Ali. Hina should apologize to her friend. Must: You must arrive on time, Aisha.
They must follow the teacher’s instructions. Ought to: You ought to be kind to others. Ahmed ought to study for his exams. Have to: Sana has to leave early to catch the bus. Umar has to clean his room today. Had better: You had better submit your report soon. Fatima had better be careful with her words. Modal Verbs in English Grammar In English
grammar, modal verbs are special helping verbs that do not change form based on the subject or tense. Unlike main verbs, modals are followed by the base form of another verb. They also do not take an “-s” ending for the third person. Example: She can drive to the store. Incorrect: She cans drive to the store. Modal Verbs in Questions Modal verbs
are commonly used to ask questions, make requests, or ask about possibilities. Can I help you with anything? Would you like some coffee, Zain? May I ask you something? Using modal verbs in questions makes your tone more polite and friendly. This is helpful in both formal and informal situations. Modal Verbs in Negations Modal verbs can also be
used in negative sentences to indicate that something is not allowed, possible, or advisable. To make a negation, just add “not” after the modal verb. He cannot (can’t) attend the event tomorrow. You should not (shouldn’t) eat too much junk food, Imran. They might not be able to join us today. Modal Verbs in Reported Speech When using modal verbs
in reported speech, some modals change while others remain the same. Direct Speech: “I will call you tomorrow,” Fatima said. Reported Speech: Fatima said that she would call me the next day. Some modals like must and should remain unchanged, while can changes to could, and will changes to would when reported. Key Notes Modal verbs are
always followed by the base form of another verb. They do not take the “-s” ending for the third person. Modal verbs express necessity, advice, possibility, and permission. To make a modal negative, add “not” after the verb (e.g., cannot, should not). Summary Modal verbs are an important part of English grammar that add meaning to your sentences.
They allow you to talk about ability, permission, possibility, necessity, and obligation, and they are often used in questions and negative sentences. By understanding these modal verbs, you can express yourself more clearly in both formal and informal contexts. Modal verbs are easy to use since they do not change with tense or subject, making them
simple yet powerful tools for communication. Read More All Parts of Speech Reflexive Pronouns Oh, I do love to be beside the seaside, don't you?There is a sweet seller selling sticks of rock!They do look tasty!Oh no! Here she comes! The Fish Monster!Oh dear. The Fish Monster looks hungry!She's eaten all of his rock!Looks like the Fish Monster is
upset, because the sweet seller's sign is now wrong.He needs to change the sentence, because he doesn't have any more rock!He needs a Modal Verb!The Sweet Seller has changed his sign to read “we will have rock”."Will" is a modal word.Modal words show when things are needed, likely or possible!Ah here you are again Mr Sweet Seller with lots
more rock.Not again Fish Monster!"we should have rock"."Should" is the Modal verb. Modal verbs, also known as modal auxiliary verbs or just modals, defy the conventional patterns of regular verbs. It works with main verbs to convey a rich array of meanings. In this blog post, we unravel the intricacies of modal verbs, understanding their unique
characteristics, exploring a comprehensive list, and delving into the myriad ways they shape our communication.Modals (also called modal verbs, modal auxiliary verbs, and modal auxiliaries) are special verbs that behave irregularly in English. They are different from normal verbs like “work, play, visit...” They give additional information about the
function of the main verb that follows it. They have a great variety of communicative functions.Modals In EnglishHere are some characteristics of modal verbs:They never change their form. You can’t add “s”, “ed”, or “ing”...They are always followed by an infinitive without “to” (e.i. the bare infinitive.)They are used to indicate modality and allow
speakers to express certainty, possibility, willingness, obligation, necessity, and ability.Here is a list of modal verbs:can, could, may, might, will, would, shall, should, mustThe verbs or expressions dare, ought to, had better, and need not behave like modal auxiliaries to a large extent and may be added to the above list. Modal Verbs In English
IllustrationModal verbs are used to express functions such as:FunctionExamplePermissionCan I use your laptop?Abilityl can speak three languages fluently.ObligationYou should complete the assignment by Friday.You must be quiet while we are praying.ProhibitionVisitors must not enter the construction site without a guide.Lack of NecessityYou
need not bring your laptop; we have extra computers.AdviceYou should take a break and relax.PossibilityShe may join us for dinner if her schedule allows.Probabilitylt might rain later, so carry an umbrella just in case.RequestCan you please lend me your notes for a moment?Utilizing modal verbs in English sentences is fortunately straightforward.
For constructing basic sentences in the simple present tense, keep these rules in mind:Position in a Sentence:Modal verbs typically come directly before the main verb, except in questions where the modal verb precedes the subject. For instance:He can speak Spanish. (Affirmative sentence)Can he speak Spanish? (Question)Infinitive Form:When
using modal verbs, pair them with the infinitive form of the main verb. It’s essential to note that with most modal verbs, the “to” is dropped from the infinitive. Examples include:She must stop when the traffic lights turn red.I can swim.Note: While most modal verbs are used with the bare infinitive (without “to”), there are a few exceptions. The modal
verbs that are combined with the infinitive with “to” include:ought to: You ought to study for the exam.have to: She has to complete the assignment by tomorrow.Here is a list of modals with examples:Modal VerbExpressingExamplemustStrong obligationYou must stop when the traffic lights turn red.logical conclusion / CertaintyHe must be very tired.
He’s been working all day long.must notprohibitionYou must not smoke in the hospital.canabilityl can swim.permissionCan I use your phone, please?possibilitySmoking can cause cancer.couldability in the pastWhen I was younger I could run fast.polite permissionExcuse me, could I just say something?possibilitylt could rain
tomorrow!maypermissionMay I use your phone, please?possibility, probabilitylt may rain tomorrow!mightpolite permissionMight I suggest an idea?possibility, probabilityl might go on holiday to Australia next year.need notlack of necessity/absence of obligationl need not buy tomatoes. There are plenty of tomatoes in the fridge.should/ought to50 %
obligationl should / ought to see a doctor. I have a terrible headache.adviceYou should / ought to revise your lessonslogical conclusionHe should / ought to be very tired. He’s been working all day long.had betteradviceYou’d better revise your lessonsModal verbs are followed by an infinitive without “to”, also called the bare infinitive.Examples:You
must stop when the traffic lights turn red.You should see the doctor.There are a lot of tomatoes in the fridge. You need not buy any.Related Pages: Modals in English grammar are used with a main verb to add further meaning to the sentence. They show things such as possibility, ability, regret, or necessity. In this lesson we'll explain the form of
modal verbs and then their function with examples. Form of Modal Verbs The Basic Rules Modal verbs are auxiliary verbs (helper verbs) formed by placing them in front of the main verb in a clause. They will not tend to appear on their own, unless it's clear from the context what it means. These are the main rules. They: have no 's' for the 3rd person:
"He can go" NOT "He cans go"are followed by the bare infinitive i.e. no 'to': "He can go" NOT "He can goes"are made negative by adding not/n't: I can't/cannot; mustn't/must notare inverted with the subject to make a question: Can you go?This is the basic structure: Structure of Modal Verbs: Affirmative: Subject + Modal Verb + Bare InfinitiveHe can
goNegative: Subject + Modal Verb + Not + Bare InfinitiveHe cannot golnterrogative: Modal Verb + Subject + Bare InfinitiveCan he go? Here are some examples of modal verbs in use with main verbs. Examples of Modals: She might not goHe can't swimWe must get there soonWe ought to revise harderJohn should take his test againThey shouldn't
feel upsetl have to help herQ: Will you help her? A: Yes, I have to. (no main verb following the modal as it's clear from the question). You'll have noticed from the examples that some of the modal verbs had 'to'. There are several modals in English grammar that have some exceptions to some of the rules above, and they are called semi-modal or
marginal modal verbs.They have some of the grammatical characteristics of 'pure' modal verbs. One of the basic differences is that most are followed by the infinitive (i.e. with 'to') rather than the bare infinitive. Marginal Modal Verbs with 'to': She ought to have helped usThey have (got) to arrive earlyWe need to work harderHe is able to speak
LatinThey used to go to the school in our village Another marginal modal in English grammar is had better, which is different because it is made up of two words.We had better check the train timetableThese marginal modals can differ in the way they are made negative or interrogative. We'll look in more details at these in another lesson that will be
coming soon.Learn more about semi-modal verbs. Modals in the Past Most modal verbs can also be used in the past. When we do this, we add have + past participle after the modal verb. Examples of Modals in the Past: She might not have goneHe can't have swumThey must have got there soonerWe ought to have revised harderJohn should have
taken his test againThey shouldn't have felt upset Modals in English grammar are used with a main verb to change its meaning. Take a look at this example:I do my homework every nightl must do my homework every nightThe first one is just a factual statement. The person does their homework each night. However, the second one by using 'must' is
showing that the person has no choice in this - it's an obligation, for whatever reason.There are a variety of modals in English grammar and each one differs in how they change the meaning of a sentence. Some can have more than one use. We'll now look in more details at when we use them. Possibility These are used to indicate the possibility,
probability, or impossibility of something happening or being true. Examples of Possibility: They could get here by train as we have a train station down the roadHe may decide to come tomorrow insteadl might not bother going to my class Learn more about modals of possibility >> Ability The modal can is used to show what someone is able to do,
whereas can't or cannot show what someone is unable to do. For the past, could is used.Being a marginal modal verb, be able to is a modal in meaning but not form. It has the verb to be so can be used in different tenses. Examples of Ability: She can speak French very wellHe can't driveShe could walk by the time she was 1 and half years oldHe's not
able to come to the phone at the momentThey weren't able to pass the test Learn more about modals of ability >> Asking Permission The modal can is also used to ask for permission. Could is also used as a polite form of this, as is may. Examples of Asking Permission: Can/May I help you?Could I join you for dinner tonight? Learn more about modals
of permission >> Requests Can is slightly less polite than the others. Examples of Requests: Will you please turn your music down?Could you help me with this essay?Can you close the window?Would you mind arriving a bit early? Learn more about modal verbs of request >> Suggestions/Advice Should and had better are by far the more common
than ought to. Should tends to be used over Ought to or had better to make questions. Examples of Suggestions/Advice: You should have taken the medication.We ought to go and see our parentsShouldn't you be worried about how you'll get there?We'd (had) better check we locked all the windows Learn more about modal verbs of suggestion/advice
>> Obligation/Necessity Though need to has been placed here, it could feasibly be placed as a modal of suggestion/advice as it's not quite as strong as must or have to. Examples of Obligation/Necessity: We must buy a new car as our current one is so old nowYou mustn't change your mind againThey have to get a visa before coming hereDo you have
to look at me like that?You needn't come if you don't want to Learn more about modals of obligation >> Habits Will is used for habits in the present or future, while would and used to are used for past habits - used to specifically for habits that have stopped. Examples of Habits: I will always be the person who stops to help othersShe would often
arrive late when she worked hereHe used to like Thai food but now he hates it Learn more about modals of habit >> Regrets Should haveWould haveCould haveRegrets are things from the past that we wish we'd done differently now, so the past form of the modal is always used: modal + have ('ve) + past participle. Examples of Regrets: I should have
done more to help him when he was unwellShe feels that she could have won more medalsIf only I would've said how I felt back then Learn more about modals of regret >>OR Test yourself on modals in English grammar by taking a Modal Verbs Quiz >> Ditransitive verbs are type of transitive verbs that take both a direct and indirect object. They
are words such as give, buy, and lend. To join an adjective or noun complement to a subject we use copular verbs, commonly known as linking verbs. Examples are: be, appear, taste, feel, and get. These phrasal verbs examples show you how the verbs are actually used in sentences so give you a clear understanding of these phrases in context The
modal verbs of permission May, Can, & Could are used when we want to ask if we can do something. The modal verbs for habits are 'will' and 'would’, but the semi-modal verb 'used to' can also be used to express habits. Modal verbs of request are you to ask for something such as permission, help, or favour but you need to get the tone and structure
correct. The modals to express ability are can, could, and be able to. Learn with examples how to place these in sentences. The modal verbs of suggestion and advice are 'should’, 'ought to' and 'had better'. Here we explain the differences. In this finite non-finite verb quiz you are given a list of sentences and you have to decide whether the verb in
each is finite or non-finite. In this modal verbs multiple choice quiz, choose which of the three choices of verbs should go into the gap to make a grammatically correct sentence. Used to quiz testing you on the use of this verb for repeated states and actions in the past. Choose whether the 'd' is needed or not. In this modal verbs of ability quiz you have
to decide if can, could, or be able to will fit on the gap. There are various types of verbs and verb forms used in the English language. Examples are state verbs, modal verbs, phrasal verbs, and irregular verbs. In this lesson, semi-modal verbs, also know as marginal modal verbs, are explained. Unlike pure modals, they can act like regular verbs. In this
lesson we look at the use of the bare infinitive to form sentences, including example sentences of this verb. A finite verb is a verb that has a subject and a tense. That is in contrast to a non-finite verbs which does not have a subject and cannot form tenses. 'Used to' is not a tense in itself (it's actually a modal verb), we use it to talk about the past
instead of the past simple for certain situations. Transitive and intransitive verbs are different in transitive verbs must have a direct object, whereas intransitive verbs do not. In this grammar lesson we will look at the differences between them and study some examples. In this gerund or infinitive quiz you need to choose whether the gerund, to +
infinitive or bare infinitive fits in the gap. Learn what participles are in English grammar - present and past participles and participle phrases. There are three multi-word verbs: prepositional verbs, phrasal verbs, and phrasal-prepositional verbs. Stative verbs are used to reflect states of mind such as opinions, feelings, sense perceptions, and
emotions. They are not usually used in the continuous tense. Learn about past participles, their definition and examples, in this English grammar lesson. Join Us and get Free Grammar Tips into your Inbox! New! Comments Any questions or comments about the grammar discussed on this page?Post your comment here. Modal verbs are used daily in
English—to offer suggestions, ask polite questions, express uncertainty, or show what someone must or might do. They don’t describe action directly, but they shape its meaning.Whether you’'re writing instructions, holding a conversation, or making a request, modal verbs help you express your intention with clarity. This guide explains how modal
verbs work, when to use them, and how they differ from regular helping verbs, with examples that reflect real-world usage.Modal verbs are auxiliary verbs that express meanings such as ability, advice, possibility, necessity, or permission. They always appear before the base form of the main verb and never take endings like -s, -ed, or -ing. Their
function is to add nuance to the verb that follows.For example, in the sentence, “You should check the details before signing,” the modal verb should doesn’t describe an action itself—it adjusts the meaning of check, suggesting advice or recommendation.Unlike main verbs, modals do not work alone in a sentence. They need a base verb after them to
complete the idea. Their role is not to describe what someone is doing but how, when, or under what conditions the action happens.English has nine core modal verbs. These are short, unchanging verbs that always come before the base form of the main verb. They are used to express meanings such as possibility, permission, ability, obligation, and
intention.cancouldmaymightshallshouldwillwouldmustEach of these verbs carries a distinct shade of meaning. For example, can relates to ability, while must signals obligation. Though small in number, these verbs appear across a wide range of sentence types—formal and informal, spoken and written.Note: Other expressions like ought to, have to, or
need to function similarly and are known as semi-modal verbs, which are covered separately in the helping verbs guide.Each modal verb carries a specific function that changes the tone or intent of a sentence. They don’t describe action, but rather the attitude or likelihood connected to the action. Below are common functions of modal verbs,
explained with fresh examples for each.Modal verbs like can and could are used to show what someone is able to do, or what might be possible under certain conditions.Liam can solve complex puzzles in minutes.We could travel next week if schedules allow.May, can, and might are often used to ask politely or allow something to happen.May I borrow
your notes for the afternoon?You can leave once your section is complete.Should and shall help express recommendations or soft commands.You should revise your draft before submitting.Shall we start with the easiest topic first?Must and have to indicate rules, requirements, or strong necessity.Every employee must complete the safety training.We
have to submit the form by Friday. (semi-modal)Will, would, might, and may show how likely something is to happen.They might announce the results by tomorrow.She will join us once the meeting begins.Modal verbs do not work alone—they always support the main verb, and their placement shapes both tone and meaning in a sentence.Modal verbs
are often used to form questions and negative statements. Unlike regular helping verbs, modals follow a consistent pattern—they come directly before the subject in questions and directly before not in negatives.To form a question, place the modal at the beginning of the sentence:Could you explain that again?Should we notify the coordinator in
advance?May I speak to the manager?These questions are polite, direct, and grammatically complete with just one modal + the base verb.To create a negative sentence, add not immediately after the modal verb:You should not ignore the guidelines.They might not arrive before 8 p.m.He cannot drive at night.In spoken and informal writing,
contracted forms like can’t, won’t, shouldn’t, and mightn’t are also common.Unlike do, does, or did, modal verbs do not require an extra helping verb to form questions or negatives—they work independently with the main verb.Modal verbs and main verbs serve different purposes in a sentence. Modal verbs do not express the core action; instead,
they modify or support the main verb by showing intent, ability, permission, or certainty.For example, in the sentence You must attend the session, the verb must is a modal—it adds urgency or obligation to the main action attend. The sentence would still make sense with just attend, but it would lose the sense of necessity.Main verbs describe what
the subject does or experiences. They can appear on their own or with helping verbs. In contrast, modal verbs cannot stand alone—they always require a main verb in its base form.Modals never change form: they don’t take -s in the third person (she can, not she cans), and they don’t use “to” before the main verb (should go, not should to go). These
rules make modals predictable but powerful tools in shaping meaning.Modal verbs follow a simple structure in English: they come directly before the base form of the main verb. This rule holds true even when other elements—like adverbs or objects—are present in the sentence.For example:She might already know the answer.You should definitely
ask before deciding.They will probably return by noon.In each sentence, the modal verb (might, should, will) appears first, followed immediately by the base verb (know, ask, return), with any adverbs placed in between.Incorrect placement often happens when adverbs or extra phrases are added in the wrong order: She already might know the
answer. She might already know the answer.Modal verbs never take “to” before the main verb (should go, not should to go) and do not change form based on the subject.This consistency makes them easier to use than many other verb forms, but their placement still requires attention, especially in longer or more complex sentences.Modal verbs are
commonly used in conditional sentences to show outcomes, possibilities, or imagined situations. Depending on the type of condition, different modals are used to reflect time and likelihood.In real conditionals, modals show what will or can happen if something is true or likely:If you leave now, you will catch the last train.If she studies consistently, she
can improve her scores.In unreal or hypothetical conditionals, modals like would, could, or might express imagined results:If I had more time, I would travel abroad.He might join us if he finishes early.If they tried harder, they could win the competition.In each case, the modal verb appears in the result clause, not the “if” clause. This placement helps
signal whether the speaker is talking about something likely, possible, or purely imagined.Modal verbs add flexibility and nuance to conditional sentences, making them useful for everything from polite suggestions to complex hypothetical reasoning.The 9 core modal verbs are: can, could, may, might, shall, should, will, would, and must. These verbs
are used to express things like ability, permission, advice, and possibility.Most modal verbs do not change form for tense, but some have past equivalents:can — couldwill - wouldmay — mightIn some cases, perfect modal constructions like should have, might have, or could have are used to refer to the past.Modal verbs are single-word verbs that
follow strict patterns.Semi-modal verbs (like have to, need to, ought to, and used to) function similarly but behave more like regular verbs and often use to before the main verb.Modal: You must attend.Semi-modal: You have to attend.Not usually. Modal verbs do not typically appear together. However, you might see a modal and a semi-modal in the
same sentence when expressing layered meaning:She might have to leave early.This combines might (possibility) and have to (obligation). Modal verbs are special verbs that help express ability, possibility, permission, obligation, advice, and more. They come before the main verb and do not change form. This essay explains how and when to use the
main modal verbs in English. You will also learn the structure and meaning of each. Modal verbs are: can, could, may, might, must, shall, should, will, would. They are always followed by the base form of the verb (no ‘to’, no ‘-s’, no ‘-ed’). Examples:- She can speak French.- You must finish this.- I will call you later. Click here to download this
explanation as a PDF. Click here for all the exercises about modal verbs. Click here for our complete programme to perfect your English grammar.Here's a list of the modal verbs in English: can could may might will would must shall should ought to Modals are different from normal verbs: 1: They don't use an 's' for the third person singular. 2: They
make questions by inversion (‘she can go' becomes 'can she go?'). 3: They are followed directly by the infinitive of another verb (without 'to'). First, they can be used when we want to say how sure we are that something happened / is happening / will happen. We often call these 'modals of deduction' or 'speculation' or 'certainty' or 'probability'.We use
‘can' and 'could' to talk about a skill or ability.We can use verbs such as 'must' or 'should' to say when something is necessary or unnecessary, or to give advice.We can use verbs such as 'can’, 'could' and 'may' to ask for and give permission. We also use modal verbs to say something is not allowed.We can use 'will' and 'would' to talk about habits or
things we usually do, or did in the past. Modal verbs are auxiliary verbs like can, should, and must that express conditions such as possibility, ability, necessity, and permission. Frequently used modal verbs include can, may, might, could, should, would, will, and must. Less common ones like shall and ought are still used in specific contexts. Modal
verbs are followed by the main verb’s infinitive (without to) and remain consistent across subjects. In past contexts, forms like could, might, should, and would indicate hypothetical or past scenarios. Modal verbs are used in diverse sentence structures, such as questions (Could you help me?), suggestions (You should try the lasagna.), and habits (I
would often walk to school.). Modal verbs can be tricky, but the good news is that they’re straightforward once you learn how they work. Below, we explain everything you need to know to use modal verbs with ease. The Al writing assistant for anyone with work to do Table of contents Modal verbs definition When are English modal verbs used? How
to use modal verbs (with examples) Modal verbs FAQs Modal verbs definition Modal verbs show possibility, intent, ability, or necessity. Common examples of modal verbs include can, should, and must. Because they’re a type of auxiliary verb (helper verb), they’'re used alongside the infinitive form of the main verb of a sentence. Modal verbs are used
to express certain hypothetical conditions, such as advisability, capability, or requests (refer to the complete list below). They’'re used alongside a main verb to inflect its meaning. Consider the difference between these two examples: I can swim every Tuesday. The first example is a simple factual statement. The speaker participates in a swimming
activity every week on Tuesdays. The second example uses the modal verb can. Notice how the meaning changes slightly. The speaker does not necessarily swim every Tuesday; they’re saying that they are capable of swimming every Tuesday or that the possibility exists for them to swim every Tuesday. It’s hypothetical. Because modal verbs are
auxiliary, they can’t generally be used on their own. A modal verb can appear alone in a sentence only if the main verb is implied because it has previously been established. Can you swim every Tuesday? Yes, I can. Modal verbs are quite common in English; you’ve seen them in action hundreds of times, even if you didn’t know what they were called.
Here are the most frequently used ones: can may might could should would will must There are other, less common modal verbs. Some—Ilike shall and ought—are rarely used any longer. There are also verbs that can function either as main verbs or as modal auxiliaries depending on the context: got, need, and have all behave like modal verbs in the
common colloquial expressions got to, need to, and have to. Some modal verbs express specific conditions that don’t come up often like dare in its modal form in “Dare I ask?” The word used in the idiomatic phrase used to, as in “I used to be an English student too,” behaves like a modal verb with only a past tense form. When are English modal verbs
used? Modal verbs are used to show the following conditions: likelihood, possibility, ability, permission, request, suggestion/advice, command, obligation/necessity, and habit. Likelihood Some things seem likely to be true but can’t be stated as definite facts. In these cases, you can use the modal verbs should and must to show probability without
certainty. My baby brother should be asleep by now. Her parents must be so proud. Possibility In a situation when something is possible but not certain, use the modal verb could, may, or might. This plan could work if everyone cooperates. She may become the youngest pro soccer player ever. Judging by the clouds, it might rain today. Ability The
modal verb can expresses whether the subject of a sentence is able to do something. Likewise, the negative form, cannot or can’t, shows that the subject is unable to do something. She can speak three languages, but none of them well. You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink. Before his injury, he could run five miles every morning.
Permission If you want to ask permission to do something, start your question with can, may, or could. Traditionally, may is considered a more formal and polite usage for permission; if you ask, “Can I go to the bathroom?” it could be misinterpreted as “Do I have the ability to go to the bathroom?” However, in modern informal usage, may and can are
both perfectly acceptable options for describing possibility or permission. Students, you may leave early today. Request Similarly, if you want to ask someone else to do something, start your question with will, would, can, or could. Would you get that box off the top shelf? Will you turn that music down? Suggestion or advice What if you want to
recommend a course of action but not command it? You can use the modal verb should if you’'re giving suggestions or advice without ordering someone around. You should try the lasagna. That guy should wear less cologne. Command On the other hand, if you want to command someone, use the modal verbs must, have, or need. With the latter two,
the main verb does not drop the word to from its infinitive form. You must wash your hands before cooking. You need to be here before 8:00. Obligation or necessity Modal verbs can express a necessary action, such as an obligation, duty, or requirement. Likewise, the negative forms express that an action is not necessary. Use the same modal verbs
as with commands: must, have, and need. We have to wait for our boss to arrive before we open. You don’t need to come if you don’t want to. Habit To show an ongoing or habitual action—something the subject does regularly—you can use the modal verb would for the past tense and will for the present and future. The phrase used to is also
acceptable when you’re talking about a habit in the past. When I lived alone, I would fall asleep with music. I will arrive early to every meeting and leave late. How to use modal verbs (with examples) Here’s how to use modal verbs in different tenses. Simple present tense For basic sentences in the simple present tense, remember these rules: Modal
verbs come directly before the main verb except for in questions. With modal verbs, use the infinitive form of the main verb. With most but not all modal verbs, to is dropped from the infinitive. So, if you want to brag about your ability to eat an entire pizza, you use the modal verb can before the infinitive form of eat without to—which is simply eat.
The rest of the sentence continues as normal. I can eat an entire pizza. If you want to communicate that circumstances are requiring you to eat an entire pizza, you might use the modal verb have before the infinitive form of eat, retaining to: I have to eat an entire pizza. Modal verbs in questions For yes/no questions, you still use the infinitive form of
the main verb, but the order is a little different. The formula for modal verbs in yes/no questions is: [modal verb] + [subject] + [main verb infinitive]. Can you eat an entire pizza? Do you have to eat an entire pizza? Note that in the second example above, because have is a verb that only sometimes functions as an auxiliary verb and at other times
functions as a main verb, the question is formed with the auxiliary verb do at the beginning. Modal verbs and time Because modal verbs deal largely with general situations or hypotheticals that haven’t actually happened, all of the core ones can refer to present and future time, but only some of them can refer to past time. Most of the time, they do
not change form to make different tenses. However, all of them can be used with different conjugations of a sentence’s main verb to refer to present or future time in different ways, so let’s talk a little about verb tenses and modal verbs. Present continuous and present perfect continuous We already covered the simple present above, but you can also
use modal verbs in the present continuous and present perfect continuous tenses. Present continuous After the modal verb, use the word be followed by the -ing form of the main verb. The formula for modal verbs in the present continuous is: [modal verb] + be + [verb in -ing form]. Present perfect continuous You can add a modal verb before a main
verb in the present perfect continuous tense without changing much. However, note that the main verb always forms the present perfect continuous using have been, when appearing with a modal verb, never had been, even if the subject is third-person. The formula for modal verbs in the present perfect continuous is: [modal verb] + have been +
[main verb in -ing form]. She must have been sleeping. Simple past and present perfect tenses Using a modal verb in the simple past or the present perfect (which indicates an action that happened in the past but is directly related to the present) is a little trickier. Only a few of the core modal verbs have the ability to refer to past time: could, might,
should, and would. They do this by functioning at times as the past tense forms of their fellow modal verbs can, may, shall, and will. But keep in mind that, as we saw above, could, might, should, and would also have different senses in which they refer to the present and the future, indicating possibility, permission, request, habit, or other conditions.
None of the modal verbs can be used in the past perfect, the past continuous, or the past perfect continuous tense. Simple past Of the main modal verbs listed at the top, only can and will can be used in the simple past. The expressions have to and need to can also be used in the simple past when conjugated as had to and needed to. Other modal
verbs use the present perfect to discuss events in the past. Can and will use their past tense form plus the infinitive form of the main verb without to, just like in the present. The formula for modal verbs in the simple past tense is: could/would + [main verb infinitive]. I could do a handstand when I was a kid. During exam season in college, I would not
sleep much. Present perfect To form the present perfect using the modal verbs could, might, should, or would, use the present perfect form of the main verb, which is have plus the past participle. As with the present perfect continuous, you always use have, even if the subject is third-person. The formula for modal verbs in the present perfect tense is:
could/might/should/would + have + [main verb past participle]. I might have gone to the party, but I forgot. Future tenses Because the simple future, future continuous, future perfect, and future perfect continuous tenses of main verbs are all already formed with the modal verb will, when you want to indicate likelihood, permission, or any of the
other conditions discussed above in the future, it often makes sense to do it in some other way than by adding a modal verb. They will be more likely to come over tomorrow if you give them plenty of warning. However, there are also situations where a modal verb other than will can be used to discuss something in the future. In these cases, the new
modal verb just replaces will in the sentence, and the main verb takes the same form it would with will. Could I be majoring in law next year? They should have left by the time we get there. 20 years from now, I may have traveled to more conferences than I care to recall. Modal verbs FAQs What are modal verbs? Modal verbs are auxiliary verbs like
can, should, and must that express conditions such as possibility, ability, necessity, or permission. How are modal verbs used in sentences? Modal verbs are followed by the infinitive form of the main verb (without to) and remain consistent across subjects. (Examples: I can drive. She must leave.) What conditions do modal verbs express? Modal verbs
show various conditions, including: Likelihood: Her parents must be so proud. Possibility: It might rain tomorrow. Ability: She can swim. Permission: Students, you may leave early today. Requests: Could you help me? Advice: You should try the lasagna. Command: You must wash your hands before cooking. Necessity: You must finish your homework.
Habit: I will arrive early to every meeting and leave late. Can modal verbs refer to past events? Yes, modal verbs like could, might, should, and would can indicate past scenarios, often paired with the present perfect form of the main verb. (Example: I should have called earlier.) What are some less common modal verbs? Modal verbs like shall and
ought and expressions like used to or need to are less frequently used but still convey specific conditions. (Example: You ought to apply for that job.) Modal verbs are often called “helping” verbs and play a crucial role in the English language. They might make you think of action words, but modal verbs are used to express ability, possibility,
permission, and obligation. In this reference, you will explore what modal verbs are, see a list of common ones, and learn the rules for using them. Actual sentences containing modal verbs and helpful charts will also be included. You might still be wondering about the specifics, but this reference will make everything clear. By examining the rules and
seeing examples, you will understand how to recognize and use modal verbs confidently. Modal verbs are present in many everyday sentences, and you’ll see just how versatile they can be. Let’s dive in and get a clearer understanding of modal verbs with the help of this reference! Modal Verbs What is a Modal Verb? PinModal Verbs - Created by
7ESL Modal verbs are verbs that act very differently from verbs like ‘work’, ‘play’, or ‘eat’. Modal verbs provide information about the function of the verb that follows. They always come before a traditional verb and explain the modality of the verb. Definition In English, modal verbs are a small class of auxiliary verbs used to express ability,
permission, obligation, prohibition, probability, possibility, or advice. Modality Modality explains different aspects that modal verbs can convey: Ability Permission Obligation Prohibition Probability Possibility Advice Modal Verbs List Modal verbs, also known as helping verbs, are used to express abilities, possibilities, permissions, and obligations.
Here is a list of commonly used modal verbs and some semi-modals in English: Will Shall Would Should Ought to Must Mustn’t May Might Can Could Have to/Has to Don’t/Doesn’t have to These modal verbs must come before a verb to help express at least one type of modality. In some cases, they can express more than one modality. Examples
Sentences Containing Modal Verbs Examples help to illustrate how modal verbs work. Let’s look at some sentences: Can “I can run.” Here, ‘can’ shows ability because the speaker is able to run. “Can I borrow your trainers?” In this case, ‘can’ seeks permission to borrow trainers. “Running can make you ache.” Here, ‘can’ expresses possibility as it is
possible that running causes aches. Could “I could run.” This expresses past ability instead of present ability. May “I may swim tomorrow.” ‘May’ here expresses both possibility and probability. “May I swim tomorrow?” In this case, ‘may’ seeks permission for the activity. Might “I might swim tomorrow.” ‘Might’ can replace ‘may’ to express the same
probabilities and permissions. Must “You must raise your hand before you speak.” ‘Must’ expresses obligation. “You must not speak out of turn.” Adding ‘not’ turns the obligation into a prohibition. Should “You should sing more often.” ‘Should’ here is used for giving advice. “I should visit my mother.” ‘Should’ can also imply an obligation, but weaker
than ‘must’. You can often mix and match these modal verbs to see how they change the meaning of different sentences. PinModals of Ability - Created by 7ESL Modal Verbs Rules When using modal verbs, it’s important to follow certain rules to ensure your sentences are grammatically correct. One key rule is that the word “to” should not follow a
modal verb. Here are some examples showing how different modal verbs are used: Will Promise: Don’t worry, I will be here. Instant Decision: I will take these books with me. Invitation/Offer: Will you give me a chance? Certain Prediction: John Smith will be the next President. Future Tense Auxiliary: Tomorrow I will be in New York. Shall Asking What
to Do: Shall I get the phone? Or will you? Offer: Shall I call a cab? Suggestion: Shall I call again on Thursday? Would Asking for Permission: Would you mind if I opened the window? Request: Would you make dinner? Making Arrangements: Would you be available at 6 pm tonight? Invitation: Would you like to go out sometime? Preferences: Would you
prefer the window seat or the aisle? Should Advice: You should visit your dentist at least twice a year. Recommending Action: You really should go to the new museum on Main Street. Uncertain Prediction: I posted the cheque yesterday so it should arrive this week. Logical Deduction: I've revised so I should be ready for the test. Ought to

Advice: You ought to have come to the meeting. It was interesting. Logical Deduction: $30 ought to be enough for the taxi. Must Obligation/Necessity: I must memorize all of these rules about tenses. Deduction: She lied to the police. She must be the murderer. Mustn’t Prohibition: You mustn’t smoke in this restaurant. It’s forbidden. May

Possibility: Richard may be coming to see us tomorrow. Ask for Permission: May I borrow your dictionary? Might Slight Possibility: It looks nice, but it might be very expensive. The Past Form of “May” in Reported Speech: The President said he might come. Can Ability: David can speak three languages. Permission (Informal): Can I sit in that chair,
please? Offers: Can I carry the luggage for you? Could Request: Could I borrow your dictionary? Suggestion: Could you say it again more slowly? Ability in the Past: I think we could have another Gulf War. Asking for Permission: Could I open the window? Have to/Has to External Obligation: You have to take off your shoes before you get into the
mosque. Don’t/Doesn’t Have to Is Not Necessary: You don’t have to do all the exercises, only the first one. PinModal Verbs for Asking Permissions - Created by 7ESL Modal Verb Video



