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This session provides a motivating 
and memorable image to stimulate 
discussion, before introducing the 
grammar element. Children have 
the opportunity to discuss and 
practise using this feature, before 
undertaking a short writing task to 
apply what they have learnt in the 
context of creative writing. 

The challenge and image is 
presented in two forms: a 15-minute 
discrete teaching session (designed 
to be used with the whole class or a 
small group) and a sheet for children 
to work on independently, either in 

class as a standalone activity, as a  
warm-up in writing lessons or at 
home as homework.

It has been designed to be used 
flexibly to help ensure that children 
understand the grammatical concept 
and can recognise and understand 
the feature (supporting the 
requirements of the GPS test).  
Most importantly, it will help 
children to apply the grammar 
content introduced in Y5 in their 
independent writing, supporting 
them to make the link between 
grammar and good writing.

Tricky Grammar Story 
Starters - Modal Verbs
Teaching sequence for modal verbs
Teaching grammar concepts introduced by the national curriculum can 
be tricky and getting them to stick can be even trickier. That’s where 
this Y5 grammar and writing challenge can help. It has been designed 
to help children revisit and remember a key grammatical concept from 
the national curriculum programme of study for Y5.
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Whatever next?
Teaching sequence for modal verbs

1Ask the children to look at this 
picture and think carefully about 

what has happened. Ask them to talk 
with a partner and discuss the events 
leading up to this image and what 
might happen next. What could have 
caused the shipwreck?

2Challenge the children to 
consider what the sailor might 

be thinking now.

3Remind the children of modal 
verbs and how they are used.

Modal verbs are verbs which indicate 
how likely something is to happen: ‘I 
might be able to catch the bus’; how 
able somebody is to do something: 

‘You can’t drive’; or to give advice: 
‘You should write Peter a thank you 
letter’.

Ask the children to 
imagine that they are 

the sailor who has just been 
stranded on this desert island. 
For each question overleaf 
they can talk to their partner 
for a minute before thinking 
of an answer. They could 
rehearse their answers orally, 
or jot them down on paper to 
help remember them.
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Q1: What might happen next? Challenge the children to consider 
three things that might now happen. They should put each one 

into a sentence, using modal verbs to place them in order. Share these 
ideas as a class.

Q2: What advice would you give to the sailor? In pairs the children 
should consider one thing they would advise the sailor to do 

and one thing they would advise him not to do. Share these ideas. 

Q3: What might you feel if you were the sailor? Ask the children to 
talk with a partner and discuss the sailor’s thoughts.

Q4: Share the following extract with the class. Ask the children to 
listen out for the modal verbs and to consider the effect that 

the use of these has on the story.

“As I watched the ship slowly sink below the waves, I wondered what  
I could have done differently. If only I could go back in time and warn  
the captain of the rocks ahead. Perhaps then, he might have avoided  
the collision and I would not be stranded here. I will never know  
if this could have happened.” 

Writing challenge
Ask the children to write a story from the sailor’s point of 
view. They should start the story before the shipwreck and 
continue it to describe what happened afterwards and the 
choices the sailor has to make. Remind the children to use 
modal verbs to highlight the sailor’s thoughts.
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