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The Plan

1. Getting to know you

2. Warm-up (quiz)

3. Why are modals so tricky?

4. Basic Principles of Modals (Form, Meaning, Use)

5. Leveling Modals 

6. Wrap-up 

7. Q & A

8. Information about Elements for Success



Please tell us a bit about yourself.

Where are you located?

in the United States
In another English-speaking country
In a country where English is not spoken



Please tell us a bit about yourself.

How do you teach grammar?

as a stand-alone subject
as part of another ESOL course (e.g. writing, reading, oral communication)
integrated into content-based instruction



Please tell us a bit about yourself.

What age group do you mainly teach, 

administer, or research?

children

teenagers

adults



Please tell us a bit about yourself.

What level of ESL/EFL do you teach?

Beginning
Intermediate 
Advanced
Multiple levels



You might want to prepare a notebook or piece of paper 

for writing down:

 Your answers on some interactive questions

 Notes on points that you find helpful

 Questions you might like to ask at the end of the 

presentation

Before we get started…



1. Modals are one of the most difficult 

grammatical concepts to teach.   T/F

Warming up…

True or False?



2. Modals naturally collocate with 

other words.   T/F

Warming up…

True or False?



3. We tend to reduce modals when 

speaking.   T/F

Warming up…

True or False?



4. The most frequent modal used to 

hedge is…   

a. may

b. might

c. could

Warming up…

Multiple Choice



5. Certain modals are more commonly 

found in academic writing.   T/F

Warming up…

True or False?



6. “Modal” and “modality” mean the 

same thing.   T/F

Warming up…

True or False?



Why are modals so tricky for students?

 Modals have unique rules for form.

Modals are invariant... …unlike other verbs.

no –s for 

3rd person 

singular

I could solve those 

math problems easily.

He could solve those 

math problems easily.

I solve math problems 

easily.

He solves math problems 

easily.

no past 

forms
As a child, I could

solve math problems 

easily.

As a child, I solved math 

problems easily.



Why are modals so tricky for students?

 Phrasal modals present a further complication, 

as…

some are invariant,

like modals…

…but some change,

like other verbs.

He ought to speak to them.

We ought to speak to them. 

He has to speak to them.

We have to speak to them. 



Why are modals so tricky for students?

 Each modal has various uses, which makes modals 

difficult to learn and can result in ambiguities.

CAN

request for permission, 

general request, suggestion
Can we leave early today?

possibility, ability, request Can you fit this in your car?

offer, ability Can I do that for you?

possibility, ability, suggestion We can give him the job.



Why are modals so tricky for students?

 Each modal has various uses, which makes modals 

difficult to learn and can result in ambiguities.

WOULD

past habit When I was a kid, we’d get a ton of 

snow every winter.

request Would you look this over for me?

advice I wouldn’t tell them yet if I were you.

intent If you need help, let me know.  I’d do it 

for you.

intent, contrary 

to fact
I’d do it for you if I weren’t so busy.



Why are modals so tricky for students?

 And each general modal meaning can be 
expressed by various modals, with subtle, context-
influenced differences in meaning and use.

Expressing OBLIGATION

If you want to be 

in the group, you

must

participate.

more like a rule?

have to

‘ve got to

the most neutral?

same meaning?

‘d better more like a threat?

will also a threat?



Why are modals so tricky for students?

 With each modal having various uses, modals 

interchangeable in one use might not be in 

another…

REQUESTING

PERMISSION

Can

Could I go with you?

May

?Might

GIVING

PERMISSION

can.

Of course, you      may.  

could.

might.



FORM

 Modals rarely follow the rules of other 

verbs.

 Modals carry different forms (present, 

perfect, progressive, negative).



Verb elements in the verb phrase

modal might do

progressive modal might be doing

perfect modal might have done

perfect progressive modal might have been doing

passive modals might be done

might have been done

Pure modals



MEANING

 Modals have different meanings

*often seem contradictory

 Modal sets express different shades of 

meaning

 Modals express “flavors of the verb”

erb



USE

 Not all modals are interchangeable.

 Responses to modals vary (not always 

another modal).



USE

 Modals collocate with vocabulary.

Can you please….

Perhaps I can…

I’ll probably….tomorrow.

I think that you should…

If I could,…I would really…

I can’t play music at all.



USE

 Modality includes more than just modals.

Adverbs She definitely knows the answer.

Maybe they took the bus. 

The research was somewhat flawed.

LinkingVerbs He seems tired.  He keeps making mistakes.

This looks like a good idea.  I think we should try it.

It sounds like you really like your new job. 

Prepositional 

Phrases

In some ways, I understand their decision.

In a sense, he hasn’t changed at all.

According to the author, …..



USE

 Modals are highly dependent on:

◦ genre/context

◦ register

“(Writers’) choices of grammar, vocabulary, content, 
and organization…depend on the situations in which 
they are writing.”

-Ken Hyland
Genre and Second Language Writing 



Leveling 

Modals



At what level should ____ be taught?

(poll)

1. Using could for past ability

 As a young boy, I could run very fast. 

beginning to intermediate
high-intermediate to advanced



At what level should ____ be taught?

(poll)

2. Using might to hedge

 In the future, education might be 
valued for its own sake.

beginning to intermediate
high-intermediate to advanced



At what level should ____ be taught?

(poll)

3. Practicing the reduction of could you

 Coudja open the window?

beginning to intermediate
high-intermediate to advanced



At what level should ____ be taught?

(poll)

4. Practicing the reduction of would have

 I’da gone with you, but you never asked.

beginning to intermediate
high-intermediate to advanced



Globally

Modals on a spectrum

Locally

Less ambiguous

More ambiguous

More controlled

Less controlled



Modals at the 

beginning level.



Preparing students for the form (the future)



More controlled to begin with…



More controlled to begin with…

Who

What

When

Where

How 

will baseyou



Requiring a little more from students



Less controlled use

Keep a grammar 

journal.  



Adding awareness of collocations



Collocations with modals



Adding pronunciation awareness



Pictures as cognitive hooks



Cognitive hooks and Genre



Extension Activity:  Modal Scavenger Hunt  



Taking it one layer at a time



Taking it one layer at a time



Contrasting at the beginner level



Pulling it all together



Pulling it all together



Putting it all together



Extension Activity:  Wall of Fame



Modals at the 

intermediate level.



Noticing through text / Simple analysis



Help students notice genre



What would you say?



Go deeper into shades of meaning and use



Teaching natural responses 



Practicing longer responses



Teaching modality 

Adverbs



Teaching modality

Adverbs



Teaching modality

Linking Verbs



Genre: Speaking vs. Writing



Genre:  Academic Writing

The academic use of “can” and “may”

The academic use of “would” for “used to”



Would vs. Used to

Mini-lessons in a Writing Class

Do a mini-lesson on used to and would in a writing class just before 

students turn in their second drafts.

• Have students underline uses of used to.  Ask them to see if they can 

replace any with would.



Practice, practice, practice

Open-ended activities



Scaffolding with flow charts

Scaffolding with flow charts

Grammar Journal 



Extension Activity:  Collocations

• English can certainly be challenging.

• I can’t stand waiting in line.

• I can’t believe that you’re in love with him!

• I can’t afford to buy a new car. 

• We need to talk so that we can deal with the problem.



Modals at the high-

intermediate level.



Past modals



Tying time frames and meaning together

Time frames and meaning



Level-appropriate pronunciation practice

Pronunciation of modal + have



Adding a new form 

Progressive Modals



Adding a new layer 

Combining simple modals and phrasal modals



The flavors of could



Mini-lessons before the first draft



Mini-lessons before the first draft



Error correction:  Form & Meaning

XX



Grammar Throwdowns



Extension Activity:  Key Sentences 



Modals at the 

advanced level.





What is hedging?

“Hedging has been…used to refer to devices which 
qualify the writer's expression. Essentially it represents 
an absence of certainty and is used here to describe 
any linguistic item or strategy employed to indicate…a 
lack of commitment to the truth value of an 
accompanying proposition or a desire not to express 
that commitment categorically.”

-Ken Hyland



Not limited to persuasive essays

Introduction from a process essay:

Body paragraph from a classification essay:



Not limited to persuasive essays

Conclusion from a cause-effect essay:



Modals for Hedging 

Despite this range of structures for hedging, modals are a 

particularly important kind of hedge:

 Hedging is the main function of modals in academic 

writing.

 Corpus studies which modals are among the most 

frequent hedges.



The challenge for non-native speakers

“Foreign students find the expression of commitment 
and detachment to their propositions notoriously 
problematic and a failure to hedge statements 
adequately is a common feature of L2 writers, even 
those who have a good control of English grammar 
and lexis.”

-Ken Hyland



Show how we hedge



Show how we hedge



Getting students to notice 



Scaffolding accuracy



Grammar for Essay Writing



Remind students



Targeted Peer Review



Extension Activity:  Analyze Outside Sources

• Have students collect examples of modals 

from outside sources to share and analyze. 

• What is the context?

• What do these examples have in common?

• Which meaning of “could” is this?

• What is another way the writer/speaker 

could have said this?  How would it change 

the meaning?



Wrap-Up: Check your understanding

Take the quiz again: True or False?

1. Modals naturally collocate with other words.  

2. Certain modals are more commonly found in writing.  

3. “Modal” and “modality” mean the same thing.  

4. I said the word “modal” more than 150 times      

during this webinar.



Do you have any questions?

At the end of this webinar, we will have a little 

time for questions.

Please feel free to write down/type in any 

questions you may have.



Handout for this Webinar

Please feel free to download the handouts provided with this 

Webinar for the following information:

◦ A review of Form, Meaning and Use principles from this 

presentation

◦ Links to websites for English collocations

◦ A review of the extension activities

◦ An example grammar mini-lesson

◦ References cited in this webinar



Your questions…



Thank you for your 
kind attention!

Blog – English Endeavors

http://englishendeavors.org

Colin S. Ward
cwardesl@me.com

http://englishendeavors.org


Elements of Success:

Grammar for Language Learning

To learn more visit:

www.oup.com/elt/elements

Or contact your 

Oxford University Press 

Educational Specialist:

1-800-714-3969 (within US)

(01865) 353567 (outside US)

http://www.oup.com/elt/elements

