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Past modal verbs (could have / should have / would have)

Past modal verbs (could have / should have / would have)
1
could have + past participle


This is used for events which were possible in the past, but didn’t happen.



She could’ve hurt herself!



(= it was possible for this to happen, but it didn’t)



Compare:



Jade could swim before she was four.



(= she was able to do this)



with:



Jade could have cooked dinner, but she got a takeaway.



(= it was possible for her to do this, but she didn’t)

2
should have / shouldn’t have + past participle


This means it was a good idea, but you didn’t do it.



You should have worn sun screen when you went to the beach. Now you’re burned.



(= it was a good idea but you didn’t do it)



You shouldn’t have eaten that food. I’m feeling quite sick.



(= the food looked bad but you ate it anyway)

3
would / wouldn’t have + past participle


We use this for imagining something in the past that didn’t happen.



I would have bought the red shirt. The orange one looks terrible on her.



(= I wasn’t in her position – I am imagining)
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