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Course 6: 

Modal Verbs 

Master 1, Architecture, Semester 2 

Teacher:  Dr. Lakhdari Khaoula 
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Introduction 
Modal verbs are an essential aspect of English 

grammar, providing you with the tools to express a wide 

range of meanings related to possibility, necessity, and 

ability.  

This course offers valuable insights into mastering 

modal verbs for effective expression. 
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Course Objectives 

● Understand the role and 

significance of modal verbs 

in English grammar, 

specifically in expressing 

possibility, necessity, and 

ability. 

● Learn to differentiate 

between various modal 

verbs and grasp their 

unique nuances and usage 

patterns. 

01 - One 02 - Two 

● Develop proficiency in 

using modal verbs 

accurately and effectively in 

both spoken and written 

communication, enhancing 

overall language skills and 

confidence. 

 

 

 

03 - Three 
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01 Introduction to Modal 

Verbs 
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Definition of Modal Verbs 

What are modal verbs? 

 

Modal verbs represent a special category of auxiliary verbs in English 

grammar that express various degrees of possibility, necessity, or 

ability. These verbs modify the meaning of the main verb in a sentence, 

indicating the speaker's attitude, obligation, permission, or capability. 
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Characteristics of Modal Verbs 

1. Limited Conjugation 

Modal verbs are always followed by the base form (bare infinitive) of another verb.                                  

Example: You must finish your homework. ("finish" is the base form of the verb) 

 
3. Informality and Formality:  

Modal verbs vary in their formality and are often used differently in spoken and written English. 

Some, like "shall," are more formal and may be predominantly found in written or formal contexts, 

while others, such as "can," are commonly used in everyday speech. 

Modal verbs do not change their form based on the subject or tense. They remain unchanged 

regardless of whether the subject is singular or plural, and they lack infinitive or participle forms.                           

Example: He can swim. (singular subject), They can swim. (plural subject) 

2. Always Paired with Base Form  

4. Express Attitude or Modality: 

Modal verbs convey various attitudes such as possibility, necessity, permission, obligation, and ability. 
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Differentiating Modal Verbs from Other 

Types of Verbs: 

 
 Unlike main verbs, modal verbs do not express actions or states directly. Instead, they modify the 

meaning of another verb in the sentence. 

 Modal verbs differ from other auxiliary verbs (such as "be," "do," and "have") in that they express 

modality rather than tense or aspect. 

 For example, in the sentence "She can swim," "can" is a modal verb expressing the ability, while 

"swim" is the main verb indicating the action. 
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Overview of Common Modal Verbs in 

English: 

Common modal verbs in English include: 

 Can 

 Could 

 May 

 Might 

 Must 

 Shall 

 Should 

 Will 

 Would 

Each modal verb has its own nuances and usage patterns, allowing speakers to express a wide range 

of meanings related to possibility, necessity, permission, and more. 
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02 Expressing Possibility 
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Modal Verbs for Expressing Possibility 

 
 Can: Used to indicate that something is possible or feasible. 

Example: "She can solve the problem." 

 Could: Similar to "can" but often suggests a slighter or more hypothetical possibility. 

Example: "It could rain later." 

 May: Indicates a possibility that something might happen, often with a degree of uncertainty. 

Example: "He may come to the party." 

 Might: Similar to "may" but suggests a lower degree of possibility or likelihood. 

Example: "There might be a delay in the delivery." 
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Understanding the Degrees of Certainty and 

Uncertainty: 

 
 Modal verbs allow speakers to convey different levels of certainty or uncertainty regarding a possibility. 

 "Can" and "could" typically indicate a higher degree of certainty, while "may" and "might" suggest 

more uncertainty. 

 For example, "She can speak French" implies a higher degree of certainty compared to "She might 

speak French," which suggests less certainty. 
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Differentiating between “Can” and “Could” 

1.Can: 

 

Usage: Expresses ability, possibility, permission, or request. 

Examples: 

1. Ability: She can speak Spanish fluently. 

2. Possibility: It can rain later today. 

3. Permission: Can I borrow your pen? 

4. Request: Can you help me with this? 

2.Could: 

 

Usage: Similar to "can" but often used for more polite requests, past abilities, or past possibilities. 

Examples: 

1. Polite Request: Could you please pass the salt? 

2. Past Ability: When I was younger, I could run much faster. 

3. Past Possibility: It could have been a misunderstanding. 
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3. May: 

 

Usage: Expresses permission, possibility, or uncertainty. 

Examples: 

1. Permission: You may leave the room now. 

2. Possibility: It may rain later. 

3. Uncertainty: She may arrive late; we're not sure. 

4. Might: 

 

Usage: Similar to "may" but suggests a lower degree of possibility or uncertainty. 

Examples: 

1. Lower Possibility: He might come to the party tonight. 

2. Uncertainty: It might be too late to make a reservation. 

Differentiating between “May” and “Might” 
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03 Expressing Necessity 
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Modal Verbs for Expressing Necessity 

  Must: Indicates strong necessity or obligation. It suggests that the action is required and there are no 

alternatives. Often implies an internal or personal obligation. 

Example: "You must submit your assignment by Friday." 

 Have to: Similar to "must" but can imply external obligation or requirement. 

Example: "I have to attend the meeting tomorrow.“ 

 

Differentiation: 

While both "must" and "have to" can convey a sense of necessity or obligation, "must" often 

implies a stronger sense of personal obligation or moral imperative. 

"Have to," on the other hand, can imply that the necessity arises from external circumstances or 

requirements beyond one's personal choice or control. This external obligation can come from 

various sources, including: 

 Legal requirements: "I have to pay my taxes by April 15th.“ 

 Workplace rules: "Employees have to attend the mandatory training session.“ 

 Social expectations: "We have to dress formally for the wedding.“ 

 Agreements or contracts: "They have to deliver the goods by next week." 
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Modal Verbs for Expressing Necessity 

  Need to: Indicates a necessity or obligation, but with a sense of requirement or duty. 

Example: "You need to finish your homework before you go out." 

 Should: Expresses a weaker form of necessity, suggesting advice, recommendation, or expectation. 

Example: "You should apologize for your mistake." 

Differentiating Between Strong and Weak Necessity: 

 Strong Necessity: Implies an obligation that is imperative and non-negotiable. "Must" and "have to" are often used to 

express strong necessity. 

Example: "Students have to wear uniforms to school." 

 Weak Necessity: Suggests a recommendation or expectation rather than a strict requirement. "Should" is commonly 

used to express weak necessity. 

Example: "You should arrive early for the interview." 
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Modal Verbs for Expressing Necessity 

 
Exploring the Concept of Obligation and Duty: 

 Modal verbs for necessity often convey the idea of obligation or duty, indicating actions that are required or 

expected in a given situation. 

 Obligation indicate a moral or legal requirement to do something, while duty suggests a sense of responsibility or 

commitment. 

 For example, "I must pay my bills on time" implies a personal obligation, while "Doctors have to follow ethical 

guidelines" suggests a professional obligation. 
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04 Expressing Ability 
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Modal Verbs for Expressing Ability 

 
1. Can: Indicates general ability or capability to perform an action in the present or future. 

Example: "She can speak French fluently." 

2. Could: Similar to "can" but often used to indicate past ability or polite requests. 

Example: "When I was younger, I could run faster." 

3. Be Able To: Used to express ability or capability, especially in specific situations or contexts. 

Example: "Despite his injury, he was able to finish the race." 

Understanding the Differences Between Ability and Permission: 

While "can" and "could" primarily express ability, they can also indicate permission in other contexts. 

When used to express permission, "can" and "could" suggest that someone has the authority or right to do 

something. Example (Permission): "You can use my car if you need to." 

However, it's essential to distinguish between the two meanings based on the context of the sentence. 
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Using Modal Verbs to Talk About Skills and 

Capabilities 

 
Modal verbs are commonly used to discuss one's skills, talents, or capabilities in various domains, such 

as language proficiency, physical abilities, or intellectual skills. 

Example: 

• Language Proficiency: "She can speak five languages." 

• Physical Abilities: "He could swim across the river when he was younger." 

• Intellectual Skills: "They are able to solve complex mathematical problems." 
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05 Expressing Intentions 
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Modal Verbs for Expressing Intentions 

 
1. Shall: 

 

Usage: Primarily used in formal or legal contexts to express future actions or intentions, It can also 

be used to make suggestions or offers. 

Examples: 

1. Future Intentions: We shall discuss this matter further in the next meeting. 

2. Suggestions: Shall we go for a walk? 

2. Will: 

 

Usage: Indicates future tense, intention, or promise. 

Examples: 

1. Future Tense: She will visit her grandparents next weekend. 

2. Intention: I will study harder for the exam. 

3. Promise: I will help you with your project. 
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Other Modal Verbs  

1. Should: 

 

Usage: Indicates advice, recommendation, or expectation. 

Examples: 

1. Advice: You should eat more fruits and vegetables. 

2. Recommendation: We should book our tickets in advance. 

3. Expectation: He should arrive any minute now. 

2. Would: 

 

Usage: Often used to express hypothetical situations, polite requests, or past habits. 

Examples: 

1. Hypothetical: If I won the lottery, I would travel around the world. 

2. Polite Request: Would you mind opening the window? 

3. Past Habits: When we were kids, we would play outside all day. 
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06 Modal Verbs in Different 

Contexts 
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Modal verbs adapt to different contexts, including formal vs. informal settings and written vs. spoken 

communication. Here's a detailed exploration: 

1.Formal vs. Informal Contexts: 

1. Formal Contexts: In formal contexts such as academic writing, official documents, or professional 

settings, modal verbs tend to be used with precision to standard grammar rules. 

1. Example: "Employees have to respect to the company's rules." 

2. Informal Contexts: In informal contexts like casual conversations, emails to friends, or social media 

interactions, modal verbs may be used more flexibly, with variations in tone and grammar. 

1. Example: "You should come over sometime; it'll be fun!" 

Formal vs. Informal Contexts 
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Cultural and Situational Factors 

 Cultural Norms: Modal verb usage can be influenced by cultural norms and conventions.  

For example, in some cultures, indirect language and politeness markers are valued, leading to frequent 

use of modal verbs like "could" or "would" in requests and offers. 

 Situational Factors: Modal verb usage can also be influenced by situational factors such as power 

dynamics, social status, or the nature of the interaction. For instance, in a customer service 

encounter, modal verbs like "can" or "will" may be used to convey willingness and helpfulness. 

Example: "I can assist you with that; please let me know how I can help." 
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06 Modal Verb Structures 
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 Modal verbs are typically followed by the base form (bare infinitive) of the main verb. 

 Modal verbs can be used in various sentence structures, including affirmative, negative, and 

interrogative forms. 

Example Structures: 

 Affirmative: Subject + Modal Verb + Base Form Verb 

 "She can speak French." 

 Negative: Subject + Modal Verb + Not + Base Form Verb 

 "They cannot attend the meeting." 

 Interrogative: Modal Verb + Subject + Base Form Verb + ? 

 "Can you help me with this?" 

Common Structures of Modal Verbs 
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07 Common Mistakes with 

Modal Verbs 
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Common Mistakes and Pitfalls with Modal Verbs: 

 
1.Misuse of Modal Verbs: 

1. One common mistake is using modal verbs incorrectly, such as using "can" instead of "may" for permission or 

"should" instead of "must" for stronger obligation. 

2. Example: "You can finish your homework by tomorrow" (incorrect for expressing obligation). 

2.Confusion between Ability and Permission: 

1. Confusing the expressions of ability and permission is another common pitfall. Using "can" to express 

permission instead of "may" or "could" can lead to ambiguity. 

2. Example: "Can I leave the room?" (ambiguous - it could be interpreted as seeking permission or asking about 

ability). 

3.Omitting Modal Verbs: 

1. Sometimes, learners omit modal verbs when they are required, leading to incomplete or unclear sentences. 

2. Example: "She speak English fluently." (missing modal verb "can"). 

4.Overusing "Would" for Politeness: 

1. While "would" is often used for polite requests, overusing it in every request may sound overly formal or 

insincere. 

2. Example: "Would you mind closing the door?" (appropriate for a formal setting, but may sound too formal in 

casual conversations). 
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08 Practical Exercices 
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Exercise : fill in the blanks with appropriate modal verbs:  

Shall, must, could, would, should, will, can, may. 

  

1. I ________ help you with your homework if you need assistance. 

2. We ________ submit our applications before the deadline. 

3. He ________ have known about the meeting, but he didn't attend. 

4. ________ you please pass me the salt? 

5. She ________ be able to finish the project on time if she works diligently. 

6. If it rains, we ________ have to cancel the outdoor event. 

7. They ________ arrive early if they leave now. 

8. ________ you like to join us for dinner tonight? 

9. You ________ consult a doctor if you have persistent symptoms. 

10.________ I borrow your pen for a moment? 
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Answer exercise : fill in the blanks with appropriate modal verbs:  

Shall, must, could, would, should, will, can, may. 

  

1. I can help you with your homework if you need assistance. 

2. We must submit our applications before the deadline. 

3. He must have known about the meeting, but he didn't attend. 

4. Could you please pass me the salt? 

5. She should be able to finish the project on time if she works diligently. 

6. If it rains, we shall have to cancel the outdoor event. 

7. They will arrive early if they leave now. 

8. Would you like to join us for dinner tonight? 

9. You should consult a doctor if you have persistent symptoms. 

10.May I borrow your pen for a moment? 
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Thank you! 
Do you have any questions? 


