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15 Doing Without the Photocopier From A to Z 
Creative Generic Ideas for Reusable 
Language Materials & Activities 

P referably, examples of 
grammatical structures used              
in explanations, exercises,               

and activities should  be contextualized: 
that is, the phrasing of sentences             
needs to have meaning that language 
educators and students can relate to.   

One way to motivate students to make 
good use of newly acquired grammar 
patterns and rules is to incorporate                
well-chosen illustrations of everyday                 
or interesting situations into lessons.  

E 
GRAMMAR 
PICTURES 

 

ABOVE:  These cartoons are from a Clickart CD called Famous Magazine Cartoons.  The original captions,                      
if any, have been cut off.  There are many sources of free or low-cost visuals that could serve as                  

GRAMMAR PICTURES, such as newspapers and magazines, old picture books, Web pages, and so on.  



SPECIFIC TOPIC OF IDEA E:  Modal verbs of (im)possibility and/or (im)probability    
(past, present, and future) 

MATERIALS: A collection of numbered PICTURES well-suited to the grammar/syntax 
being taught or reinforced; paper to list phrases and sentences on; perhaps a                 
duplicated Answer Key of likely or possible responses to an assigned task 
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I NSTRUCTIONS 
1. Teach or review the targeted grammar, in this case simple + complex modal verb 

phrases of possibility, impossibility, and (im)probability as shown in this chart:  

MEANING PAST  PRESENT  FUTURE  
Possibility may (not) have 

might (not) have  

 

+ PAST 

PARTICIPLE 

may (not) be 

might (not) be 

 

     + 

VERBing 

may (not) 

might (not) 

Impossibility could(n’t) have  couldn’t be  couldn’t 

Probability must (not) have  must be    

   + 

VERB 

4. After a predetermined length of time, reconvene the class, making sure that every                   
participant has at least one PICTURE to show the whole class and talk about in turn. 
Listeners make corrections or suggestions and add other possible vocabulary in 
phrases or sentences.  After a PICTURE has been thoroughly “discussed,” it should              
be returned to the collection so it can later be reused in similar or different ways.   

5. Provide review, perhaps on another day, by showing the same images and having 
the class recall or make sentences about them.  Add other visuals likely to elicit 
similar sentence structures with different vocabulary.  At another time, try using              
the same Picture collection to present and practice another kind of grammar.  



E. GRAMMAR PICTURES 

Because this particular grammar can be especially difficult to elicit, you might want to 
give a few equivalents.  For example, for the first sample image on the previous page, 
you might say, “Probably a flying saucer landed.” Participants would try to give the    
past modal-verb equivalent “A flying saucer must have landed.”  The sentence “Maybe 
people are running out of the crushed buildings” is equivalent to “People may be (or 
might be or could be) running out of the crushed buildings.” “Perhaps a monster will 
come out of the vehicle.” means “A monster could (or may or might) come out...,” etc.   

2. Show some of the GRAMMAR PICTURES and discuss what is happening. Then elicit the 
relevant grammatical structures by asking questions like What do you think may 
have happened?  What could be happening now? What might happen next? 

3. Pointing out that the PICTURES are numbered 1 to . . . , let them circulate around the 
room.  Individuals work alone or together to think of sentences with the relevant 
grammar related to each visual. (For instance, with modals of possibility/probability, 
they might create one past, one present, and one future sentence for each Picture.)  
As they write their sentences in numbered lists, move around to give necessary              
help or cues and/or to make suggestions.  At the end of the activity, you might                        
collect their papers to correct (and score) and/or use in other productive ways.  

Here are possible questions to elicit                
modal-verb phrases about visual situations:   

What must have happened before this scene?  
What  might (may, could) be going on now?                        

What could (may, might) happen next? 
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  POSSIBLE VARIATION 
To  present a new grammar pattern, give one                   

GRAMMAR PICTURE to every other person and               
model one or more correct sentences about it, 
using targeted grammar. That student passes               
the Picture to the next learner, exactly repeating    
or paraphrasing the same grammar in context.                                  
The process continues around the group.  

LEVELS = BEGINNING TO ADVANCED 
 SUGGESTIONS FOR ADAPTATION  

For lower-level groups, show all the collected PICTURES; have the class suggest the 
phrasing of sentences with the targeted structures before passing them around.  

After individuals, pairs, or groups have had time to write down sentences of                 
their own, distribute copies of an Answer Key of likely or possible phrasing               
of sentences with the relevant grammar.  Participants can use the suggested 
language to correct/edit their own work and/or to consider other possibilities.   

In sequential list or chart form, display                 
the GRAMMAR-PICTURE numbers; to   
indicate three modal expressions of 
possibility or probability per visual,              
the numbers might be 1a, 1b, 1c; etc.             
At any time while writing their own 
sentences, students can come to the 
board to fill in the space after any 
particular number, underlining the 
targeted phrasing.  After reconvening 
the class, go over these sentences as 
you show the PICTURES again. 

Students at higher levels of proficiency can write a paragraph about each Picture 
instead of separate sentences.  If there are captions or speech/thought balloons                
in the visuals, these might be supplied as well—to provide more situational info.   

O THER AREAS OF APPLICATION:  There + be + SUBJECT (places);  present continuous / past 
continuous (activity scenes); simple  past / used to VERB (pictures from the past); be 

about to VERB (situations in which something is about to happen); future verb forms (pictures 
of possible future events,); count vs. noncount  nouns (food, things, substances); prepositions 
(pictures with item arrangements); and several other grammaitical or structural “topics.”  

PAST  PRESENT  FUTURE  
1a. A flying saucer 

must have tried                 

to land downtown   

in a big city.   

1b. It could be too wide 

for the space between 

buildings.   

1c. The craft  might 
not take off again  

for quite a while.  

2a. A visitor must 

have hiked up a 

mountain to see            

a wise guru.  

2b. They may be having 

a deep, spiritual 

conver-sation.  

2c. The traveler 

may or may not 

learn the true 

meaning of life.  

3a. No magician 

could have put a 

spell on a fun-house 

mirror.   

3b. The man must not 

be feeling very happy.  

3c. His smiling 

reflection in the 

mirror could cheer 

him up.  



This cat couldn’t have put this necktie              
on himself. He must be looking at it in             
a mirror.  He might try to take it off.  


