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Language is a tool we use to navigate our world, and learning to use it effectively is crucial 

to expressing thoughts, ideas, and possibilities. In English, modal verbs are an essential 

part of this expressive toolkit, particularly when it comes to articulating possibility, 

probability, and certainty. These small but potent words shape how we convey the 

likelihood of events and actions, such as “can,” “might,” “may,” “could,” “should,” “would,” 

and others. Understanding the nuances of these verbs can elevate one’s grasp of English, 

facilitating clearer and more nuanced communication. 

 

The charm of modal verbs lies in their versatility. They don’t limit us to strict yes or no 

answers but allow us to explore the vast middle ground of maybe, might, and possibly. 

This flexibility is what makes conversation and storytelling so rich and varied. Modal verbs 

not only help us express possibility but also reflect certainty levels, ranging from absolute 

certainty to various degrees of doubt. This article aims to delve into the fascinating realm 

of modal verbs, exploring how they function to express possibility, their grammatical rules, 

common mistakes learners make, and practical tips for mastering their usage. By gaining a 

deep understanding of the role modal verbs play, one can enhance their confidence and 

fluency in English. 
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The broader utility of modal verbs includes everything from making polite requests and 

giving advice to expressing necessity and issuing invitations. However, as this article will 

focus solely on how these verbs express possibility, we will not delve into their other 

functions. Proper command of modal verbs when discussing possibilities allows a speaker 

or writer to navigate various situations with ease, whether they’re engaging in academic 

discourse, writing creatively, or participating in everyday conversation. With the foundation 

set, let’s explore the finer details of how modal verbs are used to express possibilities in 

English, examining their rules, contexts, and subtleties. 

 

Understanding Modal Verbs 

Modal verbs are auxiliary verbs that work alongside main verbs to modify their meaning. 

They do not stand alone but complement the main verbs, adding layers of meaning about 

a speaker’s attitude toward a potential event or action. Importantly, modal verbs remain in 

their base form without conjugation, even when discussing different subjects or tenses, 

maintaining a grammatical consistency that can simplify otherwise complex language 

rules. Users of English benefit from the straightforward nature of modal verbs, as their 

forms do not change with different pronouns or subjects. This property makes them 

particularly useful for learners grappling with verb conjugations or irregular verbs in 

English. 

 

Expressing Possibility with Modal Verbs 

The core modal verbs used to express possibility in English include “can,” “could,” “may,” 

and “might.” Each of these words carries a different degree of possibility, allowing 

speakers to convey varying levels of certainty about an event or circumstance. 

Understanding these nuances is essential for anyone aiming to master nuanced 

communication. Let us explore how each modal verb functions in expressing possibility. 
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Using “Can” and “Could” 

The verb “can” often represent a strong degree of possibility, frequently indicating ability or 

capacity. For example, “I can finish the project by tomorrow” implies a confident belief that 

the task is within reach. However, when it comes to possibility, “can” is more definitive. In 

contrast, “could” is the past tense of “can” and can express more tentative possibilities, as 

well as polite requests or suggestions. “Could” offers a hypothetical stance, embodying 

potential rather than certainty. For example, “The team could win the championship” subtly 

acknowledges the chance, without committing to an outcome. 

 
 “Could” also allows us to imagine various scenarios, often paired with conditionals like “if.” 

A statement like “If we leave now, we could arrive by evening” demonstrates conditional 

planning based on potential actions and outcomes. It lacks the assuredness of “can,” 

instead providing a glimpse into what might occur under certain circumstances. This softer 

expression of possibility adds a dimension of courtesy or deference, especially useful in 

professional or formal settings where assertiveness might be unwarranted. 

 

Exploring “May” and “Might” 

“May” and “might” serve similar functions in discussing possibilities, yet they differ subtly in 

tone. “May” tends to suggest a favorable likelihood, used both to offer permission and 

express relatively high probability. For example, if one says, “We may see rain this 

afternoon,” it suggests a reasonably strong expectation of this event occurring. Similarly, 

“may” in granting permission, such as “You may enter the room,” implies high likelihood 

framed within formal or professional contexts. 

 
 “Might,” on the other hand, expresses a weaker possibility than “may,” often invoking a 

greater sense of uncertainty or contingency. It is commonly used in situations where 

outcomes are less predictable, or when addressing hypothetical events. For instance, “He 

might join us later if he finishes his work” encapsulates the tentativeness of the speaker’s 

expectations. In this usage, “might” helps manage the listener’s expectations regarding the 

outcome and casts a wider net over potential eventualities without committing to them. 
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The Contextual Role of Modal Verbs 

Using the correct modal verb is highly dependent on context and intention. Social, cultural, 

and situational factors often influence which verb is most appropriate. For example, “may” 

frequently appears in formal and academic contexts, invoking a level of professionalism or 

authority. In contrast, “could” and “might” find broader acceptance in casual or 

conversational language, where nuance and hypothetical situations often flourish. 

 

 The dynamism of real-world applications means that the use of gestures, tone, and 

context play significant roles alongside language in interpretation. As such, when selecting 

modal verbs, one must consider the overall context to ensure that the level of possibility 

expressed aligns with the intended message. This navigates the fine line between 

potential outcomes and desired conclusions, impacting how the message is received and 

interpreted by others. 

 

Common Mistakes and Tips for Mastery 

Engaging with modal verbs offers opportunities for growth and learning, but there are 

common pitfalls learners may encounter on this journey. One such misconception involves 

confusing modal verbs with simple past or present verb forms, leading to errors in tense 

agreement and intended meaning. For instance, using “could” inappropriately to express 

future events without context might lead to misunderstandings. 

 

 To achieve mastery, focus should be placed on context and the nuanced differences 

between modals. Engaging in realistic dialogue and written examples helps reinforce 

proper usage, along with practice exercises focused specifically on modals. Listening to 

native speakers in various contexts enhances one’s ability to discern subtleties and 

preferences in usage. Educational resources, such as language apps and grammar 

guides, can provide valuable exercises in differentiating and utilizing modal verbs 

appropriately. Consistent use and practice over time solidify understanding, fostering 

grammatical confidence through real-world applications. 
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Further, context clues within sentences offer insight into the intended probability level. 

Learners should pay close attention to additional words or phrases that modify the intensity 

of the modal verb. Adverbs like “likely,” “possibly,” or “certainly” may accompany modal 

verbs to adjust or clarify the strength of the possibility being expressed. 

 

In summary, modal verbs are critical companions in the realm of expressive language, 

giving English speakers tools to discuss possibilities, probabilities, and certainties with 

precision and clarity. Understanding how they function, particularly in expressing 

possibility, unlocks an array of communicative potential. From “can” and “could” to “may” 

and “might,” each modal verb brings a distinct flavor to the potentialities we express, finely 

tuned to context, intention, and likelihood. 

 

 The effective use of modal verbs goes beyond mere linguistic competence; it fosters 

richer, more nuanced interactions that respect the complexity of human thought and 

dialogue. As learners or seasoned communicators refine their modal uses, they contribute 

to clearer, more dynamic communication that bridges ideas and connects people across 

diverse settings. By consistently practicing and engaging with these auxiliary verbs, one’s 

linguistic skill set expands, ultimately leading to impressive fluency and linguistic agility. 

 

 The journey to mastering modal verbs in English is continuous, encouraging a deeper 

engagement with the language. Whether striving for fluency or enhancing articulation, 

understanding modals is pivotal in expressing the nuances of possibility in English. 

Thereby, we better navigate a world full of possibilities, one sentence at a time. 

 

Frequently Asked Questions 

1. What are modal verbs and why are they important for expressing possibility in English? 

Modal verbs are auxiliary verbs that add meaning to the main verb in a sentence. 

They are crucial for expressing possibility, probability, and certainty because they 

allow us to indicate how likely or certain we believe something to be.  
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Examples of common modal verbs include “can,” “might,” “may,” “could,” “should,” 

“must,” and “would.” Each of these adds a different shade of meaning, helping us to 

clearly communicate the level of certainty or possibility we intend. For instance, 

saying “It might rain” suggests a lower likelihood than “It will rain.” By understanding 

and using these verbs, our communication becomes more precise and nuanced. 

 

2. How do modal verbs like “might,” “may,” and “could” differ when expressing possibility? 
 

The modal verbs “might,” “may,” and “could” are often used to express possibility, 

but each has slight distinctions in meaning and usage. “May” typically suggests a 

moderate degree of possibility. For example, “I may go to the beach tomorrow” 

indicates it’s a potential plan, but not guaranteed. “Might” often implies a slightly 

lesser degree of possibility than “may.” Saying “I might go to the beach tomorrow” 

seems less certain than using “may.” “Could” generally expresses that something is 

possible in the broadest sense, often emphasizing the potential conditionality. For 

example, “We could go to the beach if it stops raining” suggests it’s an option 

dependent on certain conditions. Together, these modals help us navigate the 

spectrum of possibility with precision. 

 

3. Examples illustrating how to use modal verbs to express varying degrees of certainty. 
 

Let’s consider the scenario of predicting the weather. If you’re quite certain about 

the weather tomorrow, you might say, “It will rain tomorrow,” using “will” to express 

certainty. If you’re less certain, you might say, “It might rain tomorrow,” with “might” 

indicating a lower likelihood. A statement like “It could rain tomorrow” conveys that 

there’s a possibility, but it doesn’t emphasize probability or inevitability as strongly. 

You can also use “should” to suggest a greater likelihood than “may” or “might.” For 

example, “It should rain tomorrow” implies a stronger expectation based on 

available information, like a weather report. Using these verbs effectively requires 

considering context and how much assurance you want to communicate to your 

listener. 
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4. How can one choose the correct modal verb to express a specific level of possibility or 

likelihood? 

 
Choosing the correct modal verb involves understanding the context of the situation 

and your intended expression of likelihood. Here’s a simple guide: use “can” for 

general ability or possibility, “may” for moderate possibility, “might” for slight 

possibility, and “could” for potentiality or conditional possibilities. For expressing a 

strong likelihood or recommendation, you might use “should,” such as “You should 

check the weather before planning your trip.” “Must” can express necessity or 

inevitability, as in “It must be true; everyone is talking about it.” Always consider the 

message you want to convey and the weight of certainty you wish to apply. 

Practicing with various scenarios can bolster your confidence in selecting the 

appropriate modal verb. 

 

5. Are there any common mistakes learners make when using modal verbs to express 

possibility, and how can they be avoided? 

 
Common mistakes often involve overgeneralization or confusion about the degree 

of possibility each modal expresses. For instance, using “can” for vague future 

possibilities, as in “It can rain tomorrow,” might be less accurate than “might” or 

“may,” which are better suited for speculation about uncertain future events. 

Another frequent issue is the misuse of “should” when “could” is more appropriate. 

Saying “We should go to the cinema” suggests a recommendation rather than 

possibility; if the intent is merely to express potential, “We could go to the cinema” 

would be better. To avoid these mistakes, pay attention to context and practice 

using these verbs in sentences where certainty levels vary. Listening and reading in 

English frequently also help develop an intuitive understanding of modal verb usage 

in conveying possibility. 
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Modals for speculation and deduction 

Here you will learn what the modals of deduction and speculation are and then we will look 

at using them in a practical way.The modals of deduction and speculation are used when 

we want to make a guess about something and we choose the verb depending on how 

sure you are. 

 
The two main forms: 

1. Deducing and speculating about present 

2. Deducing and speculating about past 

 

Deducing and speculating about present 
 

Structure: [Subject + modal verb + infinitive] 

o He might arrive. 

o We should go. 

*Remember: Modal verbs normally don’t use the preposition “to” (“ought to” is the 

exception) 

 
Will/won’t: 

The use of will and won’t is used in condition when you are very sure. 

o She will be at office now. 

 
Must: 

Must is used when you are sure something is true, or it’s the only realistic 

possibility. 

o You don’t have a jacket. You must be freezing! 

 
Might: 

Might is used when you are not sure about something, but there is a possibility of 

that happening. Let’s say that there is a 50/50 chance. 

o There is still time, he might make it to the party. 
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May: 

It is used very similarly to might, to express that something is possible, but you’re 

not sure. It is also used to express permission to do something. 

o You may come in. 

o This may take a long time. 

 

Should/shouldn’t: 

The use of should and shouldn’t is used when we are making an assumption about 

what is probably true. 

o He should arrive there soon. 

-Note: Should is primarily used for recommendations and suggestions, but in this 

topic we’re focusing on deduction and speculation. 

 

Can: 

The use of can takes place when generally something is possible 

o The cost of cars can be very high here. 

 

Deducing and speculating about past 

We use the following structure to speculate about past events: 

[Modal + have + past participle] 

Like in the present, the modal verb we use tells us how sure we are, or about our 

speculative thoughts. 

o They must have missed the plane! (I’m quite sure they missed the plane) 

o We might have passed the exam. (I think we have passed the exam, but I’m 

not sure) 

o You could have been more honest. (Being more honest was a possibility) 

o Casey should have arrived an hour ago! (He planned to arrive an hour ago, 

but he’s not here. 
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Likely and unlikely 

Likely and unlikely are adjectives. If something is likely to happen it means that it will 

probably happen or that it is expected to happen. If something is unlikely to happen it 

means that it probably won’t happen. We can use these two adjectives in two ways: 

 

It is likely/unlikely that + clause 

o It’s likely that in just a few years we will change our economic model. 

o It’s unlikely that the police had anything to do about it. 

Subject + be likely/unlikely + to + infinitive 

o He is likely to win this game. 

o They are unlikely to reach an agreement. 

 

*TIP* 

To form this structure easily, consider it to be similar to “going to”, and we simply replace 

the word going. 

I am going to travel to China – 100% 

I am likely to travel to China – 55-80% 

I am unlikely to travel to China – 1-40% 
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