
Grammar in Context: Past Modals

You can use past modal verbs to describe someone’s possible or alternate actions in the past in a complaint
situation. Past modals such as should have/ought to have/could have/might have express advisability or possibility
in the past. For example:

• You could have spoken to the manager. (but you didn’t)

• He shouldn’t have opened the package of computer software. (but he did)

• She should have returned it within the 14 days.

• The customer service representative could have explained the extended warranty more clearly. 

1 Discuss the following situations with a partner. Discuss what each person could/should have done
in each of the situations. Also talk about what you would have done.

�

Situation 1

Suna bought a new washing machine from an appliance store. After the delivery person left her home,
she noticed several scratches and dents on the front of the machine. She called the company’s toll-free
number and yelled at the person who answered the phone.

Situation 2

Lara noticed that on her cell phone bill there are several charges for calls to Peru. She is certain that
no one in her family made the long distance calls. This kind of mistake has happened before. She calls
the phone company and tells them to disconnect the number because she wants to switch to a new
phone company.

Situation 3

The cable television service at James’ home has been disconnected because of a billing glitch. James
always pays his monthly bill by automatic debit from his bank account. He has a record of payments for
the last three months. The cable company claims they did not receive those payments, so they cut off
the service.

Situation 4

Irina purchased an extended warranty for a laser printer in her home office. The printer stopped working
during a crucial deadline for her consulting work. As a result, Irina lost income. She returned to the
store where she purchased the printer in order to file a claim (to make a complaint and request an
exchange). She did not have her receipt or the original box and packing materials for the printer.
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