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Grammar Tip #3: How to build student confidence and accuracy with modals

MODAL SKITS (High beginner to advanced)

Modals seem so simple — little words that are easy to pronounce and don’t change form. Yet my students
often struggle with them when making requests. Part of the challenge is that English modals can be used
as markers of politeness. That means the modals we use frequently change, depending on our
relationship to the person we are asking. To further complicate the issue, many of our students’ native
languages use honorifics — different pronouns, verb forms, or terms of address — rather than modals as
markers of politeness. So it’s important to practice English modals in a way that builds students’
confidence and accuracy. The skit activity below is one that my students enjoy and does exactly that.

MATERIALS: Create the following “Person Cards” on note cards or pieces of paper:

- Afriend

- Aboss or teacher

- An office worker

- Aclassmate you don’t know well
- Ayoung child

- Anolder person

You can make cards with other people, depending on the size, level, and interests of your class, but make
sure to have a mix of people you would speak more and less formally to.

STEP 1: As a class, brainstorm situations when you ask for information or make a request. To start, write
one or more of the examples below on the board.

- You want to ask for directions to...
- You want to borrow something...
- You need help to...

STEP 2: Divide students into pairs or groups of three, and have each group choose one of the situations
from the board. Give each group a Person Card or have a student from the group draw a Person Card.
Tell each group to keep their person secret and NOT to share with other groups. NOTE: It’s okay if more
than one group has the same Person Card.

STEP 3: Give the groups 5-10 minutes to plan a skit to act out for the class. One person in each group will
be the person on the Person Card. The other student(s) will ask for information or make requests in the
situation they selected. Remind them to use appropriate modals in their skits.

STEP 4: Have each group perform their skit for the class. Remind them NOT to tell the rest of the class
what Person Card they have. When the skit is finished, have the rest of the class guess what Person Card
the group had and discuss their reasons. Make sure they explain how modals did or did not help them
guess the person. (E.g., | thought you were asking a stranger because you used “Would you” instead of
“Can you.”)
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