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can / could 
Ability He can read Italian but can't speak it well 

He could play the piano well as a child 

Permission (present and future) Can I come in? Could I talk to you tomorrow? 

(Im)possibility Nobody can be sure The train could be late 

may / might 
Permission You may smoke if you like 

May I smoke here? 
(Rarely and formally: Might I speak 
to you?) 

Note: the negative is usually with can.  E.g., You can’t smoke here 

Possibility (present and future) We may arrive a little late He might come early 

The negative is ambiguous: 

He may not be late can mean: It is possible he will not be late 
He is forbidden to be late 

shall – this verb is rare outside British English 
The 1st person form of will 
especially in questions 

Shall I do my homework now? 
What shall we do now? 

I shall see you in the morning 

Insistence (rare use) You shall do what I tell you 

Intention I shan't keep you long 

Suggestions Shall we go now? 

should 
Obligation You should write to your mother more often 

Advice You should take something for that cough 

Logical deduction He should be there by now 
Note the negative of this function is usually expressed with something like 
He can’t be there yet! 

will / would 
Willingness I'll get the milk Will you have another? 

(Not *Would you have another although I would be happy to help expresses 
willingness) 

Intention I'll send you an email soon 
We won't keep you 

He told me he would write soon 
I thought he'd be quick 

Prediction (often based on past 
experience) 

It'll probably rain soon; it often does 
in November 

He believed I would come 
He knew it would rain 

Insistence He will keep arguing with me He would keep changing the subject 

Probability That will be him at the door now That would be typical of him 

Characteristic behaviour We would often get up really early When I was younger, I would ... 

Cf: used to for this function 

must 
Obligation You mustn't speak to me like that You must be home at 6 

Note the negatives: 
You can’t come home at 6 = You must not come home at 6 
You needn’t / don’t have to come home at 6 = There is no obligation to come 
home at 6 (but you can if you like) 

Logical necessity / deduction That must be his father There must be an error in the data 

Note the negative is usually with can’t: That can’t be his father, there can’t 
be an error in the data 

ought to 
Obligation (weaker than must) She ought to ask if she doesn't know 

Logical deduction / expectation The bus ought to be here by now 
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