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Modal verbs are very common in English. They are used 
to talk about a variety of things, particularly possibilities, 
obligations, and deductions.

Modal verbs
See also:
Present simple negative 2    
Forming questions 34   Types of verbs 49 

English has many modal verbs. Each modal verb 
can can be used in several different contexts.

USES OF MODAL VERBS

LOGICAL DEDUCTIONS

OBLIGATION

PERMISSION

ABILITY

REQUESTS

SUGGESTIONS AND ADVICE

OFFERS
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Modal verbs share certain characteristics. They don’t change form to match 
the subject, and they are always followed by a main verb in its base form. 
Their question and negative forms are made without “do.” 

“Ought to” and “have to” are exceptions because they use “to” before the base form. “Ought to” is a 
more formal way of saying “should,” and “have to” means “must.” They both act like normal verbs.

Negatives are formed by adding “not” 
between the modal verb and main verb.

Questions are usually formed by swapping 
the subject and the modal verb.

MODAL VERB FORMATIONS

The main verb stays 
in its base form.

The modal verb stays the 
same for any subject.

SUBJECT MODAL VERB BASE FORM REST OF SENTENCE
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