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Modal Verbs - Permission and Obligation 

 

Permission 

can 

We often use can to ask for and give permission. 

Can I sit here? 

You can use my car if you like. 

Can I make a suggestion? 

could 

We also use could to ask for permission (but not to give it). Could is more formal and polite 

than can. 

Could I ask you something? 

Could I interrupt? 

Could I borrow your pen for a moment, please? 

may 

May is the most formal way to ask for and give permission. 

May I see your passport, please? 

Customers may request a refund within a period of 30 days. 

These pages may be photocopied for classroom use. 

Prohibition 

We use can't and mustn't to show that something is prohibited – it is not allowed. 

can't 

We use can't to talk about something that is against the rules, particularly when we didn't make 

the rules. 

What does this sign say? Oh, we can't park here. 

You can't take photos in the museum. They're really strict about it. 

Sorry, we can't sell knives to under-18s. 

must not/mustn't 

We use must not to talk about what is not permitted. It is common on public signs and notices 

informing people of rules and laws. 

Visitors must not park in the staff car park. 

Baggage must not be left unattended. 

Guests must not make noise after 10 p.m. 

We use mustn't particularly when the prohibition comes from the speaker. 

(Parent to child) You mustn't say things like that to your sister. 

(Teacher to student) You mustn't be late to class. 

I mustn't let that happen again. 

Obligation 

We use have to and must to express obligation. There is a slight difference between the way we 

use them. 
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have to 

Have to shows us that the obligation comes from outside the speaker.  

We have to wear a uniform when we're working in reception. 

(Student to teacher) When do we have to hand in our homework? 

Al has to work tomorrow so he can't come. 

We sometimes call this 'external obligation'. 

must 

Must expresses a strong obligation or necessity. It often shows us that the obligation comes from 

the speaker (or the authority that wrote the sentence).  

I must phone my dad. It's his birthday today. 

(Teacher to student) You must hand in your homework on Tuesday or you will lose ten per cent of 

your mark. 

(Sign on a plane) Seat belts must be worn by all passengers. 

Note that we don't use must to express obligation in the past. We use have to instead. 

I had to pay £85 to renew my passport last week. 

No obligation 

don't have to 

We use don’t have to to show that there is no obligation. You can do something if you want to 

but it's not compulsory. 

You don't have to wear a tie in our office but some people like to dress more formally. 

You don't have to go to the bank to do a transfer. You can do it online. 

You don't have to come with me, honestly. I'll be fine! 

Do this exercise to test your grammar again. 

 

Modal Verbs for Advice 

 

Should is used for advice in the present. The structure is as follows: 

Subject + Should + Infinitive 

 You should eat healthy food. 

 You should exercise every day. 

 

Should is used for advice in the past. Here is the structure: 

Should + Have + Past Participle 

 You should have gone to the party. 

 She should have studied more often. 
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It is common to use “should” to give negative advice. In this case, add “not”. 

 You should not smoke. 

 You should not eat too much candy. 

 

Modal Verbs for Ability 

 

When we talk about ability, we mean two things. 

 

First, we mean general ability. This is something that once you have learned you can do any 

time you want, like being able to read or swim or speak a language, for example. 

 

The other kind of ability is specific ability. This means something that you can or can't do in one 

particular situation. For example, being able to lift something heavy, or find somewhere you are 

looking for. 

Present: 

can / can't (for both general and specific ability) 

 I can play the piano. 

 She can speak English. 

 He can't drive – he's too tired. 

 We can't come now. 

Past: 

could / couldn't (for general ability) 

 I could read when I was four. 

 She could speak French when she was a child, but now she has forgotten it. 

 He couldn't dance at all until he took lessons. 

 My grandfather couldn't swim. 

 

was able to / couldn't (for specific ability) 

 When the computer crashed yesterday, I was able to fix it.(not 'I could fix it') 

 She was able to pass the exam, even though she hadn't studied much.(not 'she could pass') 

 He called us because he couldn't find the house. 

 I couldn't open the window. 
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Future: 

will / won't be able to (general ability) 

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

 He won't be able to speak Japanese in a week! It will take months. 

 

can / can't (specific ability) 

 I can help you tomorrow 

 I can't come to the party 

 

Exercises: 

 

Fill in the blanks using MUST, MUSTN’T, DON’T HAVE TO, SHOULD, SHOULDN’T, 

CAN, CAN’T . 

 

1. Rose and Ted _________________ be good players. They have won hundreds of cups !  

2. You _________________ pay to use the library. It’s free.  

3. You _________________ be 18 to see that film.  

4. You _________________ hear this story. It’s very funny.  

5. Dad _________________ go and see a doctor. His cough is getting worse all the time.  

6. You don’t have to shout. I _________________ hear you very well.  

7. You look pretty tired. I think you _________________ go to bed early tonight.  

8. “Children, you _________________ cross the street if the lights are red!”  

9. You _________________ sit so near the TV. It’s bad for your eyes.  

10. I’m sorry but I _________________ give you a lift because my car is broken.  

11. I _________________ stop and talk to you now. I have to get to the library.  

12. You really _________________ go to the Louvre if you’re in Paris. It’s wonderful.  

13. You _________________ come to the party if you don’t feel well.   

14. You have passed all your tests. You _________________ be very pleased with yourself.  

15. You _________________ smoke in your car, especially if there are children sitting in the 

back.  

16. You _________________ work this evening. I can do the tasks for you.  

17. John doesn’t need a calculator. He _________________ do sums in his head.  

18. Passengers _________________ open the door when the train is moving.  

19. I _________________ pay for the tickets because I got them from Sam for free. 

 

Try to do these on your own. The key is on the following page. 
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The key: 

 

1. Rose and Ted must be good players. They have won hundreds of cups !  

2. You don't have to pay to use the library. It’s free.  

3. You must be 18 to see that film.  

4. You must/should hear this story. It’s very funny.  

5. Dad should go and see a doctor. His cough is getting worse all the time.  

6. You don’t have to shout. I can hear you very well.  

7. You look pretty tired. I think you should go to bed early tonight.  

8. “Children, you mustn't cross the street if the lights are red!”  

9. You shouldn't sit so near the TV. It’s bad for your eyes.  

10. I’m sorry but I can't give you a lift because my car is broken.  

11. I can't stop and talk to you now. I have to get to the library.  

12. You really must/should go to the Louvre if you’re in Paris. It’s wonderful.  

13. You don't have to come to the party if you don’t feel well.   

14. You have passed all your tests. You must/should be very pleased with yourself.  

15. You shouldn't/mustn't  smoke in your car, especially if there are children sitting in the back.  

16. You don't have to work this evening. I can do the tasks for you.  

17. John doesn’t need a calculator. He can do sums in his head.  

18. Passengers mustn't open the door when the train is moving.  

19. I don't have to pay for the tickets because I got them from Sam for free. 

 


