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Abstract 

Auxiliary verbs have immense value in English grammar. They help the lexical verbs to express 

meaning, intention of the speaker, number (in terms of plural and singular in a sentence), etc. 

Unfortunately, many learners of English as a second language in Nigeria have problems with their 

use in communication. This problem is common among students who are striving to learn English 

as a second language. However, adequate understanding and correct use of the auxiliary verbs can 

be crucial to individual’s educational advancement. It is therefore imperative that concerted effort 

should be made to ameliorate the problems. This article is therefore aimed at presenting the 

auxiliary verbs in detailed terms so as to assist students and other second learner of English to 

improve on their use in communication. As important as auxiliaries are in communication in 

English, this article investigated the concept of auxiliary verbs and their various types. Some of the 

problems associated with the effective use of the auxiliary verbs were highlighted. The article also 

simplified the use of auxiliary verbs by practical demonstrations to serve as a guide to learners of 

English as a second language. Finally the article proffered some remedies to the problems 

encountered in the use of auxiliary verbs in Nigeria schools. 
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Introduction 

It is needful to examine briefly the 

general concept of verbs as a prelude to the 

discussion on the auxiliary verbs. Verbs on the 

general note are words that generally show an 

action and state of being. It is the verb that 

enables the speaker or the writer to make a 

specific statement about the subject of the 

sentence. Therefore, in an English sentence, it is 

the verb that gives information about the subject. 

The verb gives meaning and lives to English 

sentence. Akande in Olateju and Oyeleye (2005) 

lays credence to this when he argues that, verb is 

the obligatory and most important element in the 

structure of English sentence (P.135). Also Ibe 

(2010) corroborates Akande’s position as he also 

stresses the importance of verbs in English 

constructions (P.193). In fact, verb combines with 

the subject to make statement, give command, 

ask question, express intention, feelings, state of 

being or mind, etc. Some of these functions are 

demonstrated in the sentences below: 

(i) Our lecturer is intelligent (state of being) 

(ii) Monkey is a wicked animal (state of 

mind) 

(iii) Onions smell (statement) 

(iv) Get out of the class now (command)  

(v) I will go to Abuja tomorrow (intention) 

(vi) The weather is hot today (feeling), etc. 

The verb is classified into lexical and 

auxiliary verbs. The lexical verb is a kind of verb 

that denotes action, such as dance, run, jump, 

buy, play, etc. An auxiliary verb is used together 

with a main verb to show the verb tense or to help 

the lexical verbs to function in a text e.g.  

(i) We will go there.  

(ii) Audu has won the price.  

(iii) We are waiting for our lecturer.  
 

Copular verbs (copulas) on the other hand 

connects the subject to a complement. In other 

words they are linking verbs which link the 

subject to a noun or an adjective in a sentence 

e.g. be, look, feel, taste, smell, appear, keep, 

resemble etc. as illustrated in these examples:  

(i) He is our leader.  

(ii) The soup tastes so delicious.  

(iii) The students are intelligent.  
 

Auxiliary Verbs 

Auxiliary verbs do not denote action as 

stated above; rather, they help the lexical verbs to 
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make meaning. Hamzat and Adebayo (1999) 

opine that auxiliary verbs are, words which help 

the main verb to express an idea” (P.8). Quirk 

and Greenbaun (2000) describe auxiliary verb as, 

“A closed system of verb which is subdivided 

into primary and model forms” (P.26). What this 

implies is that, auxiliary verb is a closed system 

with a limited number which may not be 

expanded by means of morphology, inflection, or 

deliberate word formation. It can therefore be 

concluded without fear of contradiction that, 

auxiliary verbs do not denote action, rather; they 

help the main verb to make accurate meaning. In 

fact, they combine with the lexical verbs to 

express meaning. 

Types of Auxiliary Verbs 

There are basically two types of auxiliary 

(1) primary auxiliary (2) modal auxiliary. These 

types do not denote action. They function as 

helping verbs to enable the lexical verb make 

accurate statement about the subject of the 

sentence. However, it is observed that the major 

distinction between the two types of auxiliary is 

that, “Primary auxiliary verbs could function as a 

lexical verb in a sentence structure, while the 

modal auxiliary cannot (Kujore, 1990). What this 

means is that some primary auxiliary verb could 

stand as a lexical verb in a sentence structure. For 

instance: 

(i) She has a book.  

(ii) We did our work  

(iii) He does his assignment  

(iv) They are in the class.  

Primary Auxiliary Verbs 

The primary auxiliary is made up of three forms- 

Do, Have, and Be. 

 

Do: The auxiliary verb ‘do’ has present and past forms. It is divided into forms as presented below: 

Positive Form  Negative Form  

Present  Past  Un-contracted form  Contracted form  

Do Did Do not  Don’t  

Does  Did  Does not  Doesn’t  

  Did not  Didn’t  

Table I: Forms of auxiliary ‘Do’ 

It is important to note that the primary auxiliary “do” is different form the lexical verb ‘do” which 

include the present participle “doing” and the past participle “done”. 

Have: Have has past and present forms. It has the following forms 

 

Positive Form  Negative Form  

Present  Past  Un-contracted form  Contracted form  

Have Had Have not Haven’t  

Has  Has not Hasn’t  

  Had not Hadn’t  

Table II: The auxiliary verb HAVE.  

BE: The verb BE has five finite forms. These finite forms can function as lexical verb in a sentence e.g. I 

was invited. We are invited. It has both present and past as presented in table III below.  

Positive Form  Negative Form  

Present  Past  Un-contracted form  Contracted form  

Is  

Am  

Are  

 

Was  

Was  

 

Were  

Is not  

Are not  

Was not  

Were not  

Isn’t  

Aren’t  

Wasn’t  

Weren’t  

Table III: Forms of verb BE. 
 

This verb also has three forms of non-finite. These forms cannot make complete meaning on their 

own except with the help of other verbs. They are ‘be’, ‘been’, and ‘being’. 

e.g. 
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(i) I hope to be in the party tonight 

(ii) The admission letters are being processed in the admission office. 

(iii) Joseph has been invited for the interview. 

 

Modal Auxiliaries 

The modal auxiliaries are of eight (8) different types but realized in twelve (12) forms, as presented 

in table IV below. 

Positive Form  Negative Form  

Present  Past  Un-contracted form  Contracted form  

Will  Would  Would not  Wouldn’t, won’t  

May  Might  May not  Mayn’t, Mightn’t  

Shall  Should  Shall not Shan’t shouldn’t  

Can  Could  Cannot Can’t, couldn’t  

Need  Need  Need not  Needn’t  

Dare Dared Dare not  Daren’t  

Must Had not  Must not  Mustn’t  

Ought to  Had to  Ought not to  Oughtn’t to  

Table IV: Forms of modal auxiliaries (Culled from Longman Dictionary, 1978)  

Note: Some grammarians include “used to” as part of the modal auxiliary. 

All these auxiliaries are used in English sentences to express various meanings. The values of these 

auxiliaries lie in their communicative force- their uses in communicating different shades of meanings. 

However, it is necessary to identify some of the problems encountered by the learners of English language 

in the use of auxiliary verbs before analyzing their communicative values. 

Methodology  

In this article, the National Diploma One (ND1) students of the Department of Science Laboratory 

Technology of The Federal Polytechnic, Nasarawa, were tested on the use of primary auxiliary verb through 

five sentences. Three hundred (300) students were asked to choose the correct option of the verb in the 

sentences as indicated below: 

1. Our lecturer has/have gone home.  

2. Timothy do/does his experiment by himself.  

3. Fatima and Aisha was/were not allowed to write the test.  

4. When are/is he coming?  

5. Does he has/have the book? 
 

Answers:  

1. Has  

2. Does  

3. Were  

4. Are  

5. Have 

Presentation and Analysis of Data 

Their scripts were marked and the distribution of the correct and wrong answers chosen by the students is 

presented in the table V below: 

Question  Number of students  Correct Answers  Wrong Answers  % Pass % Fail  

1 300 120 180 40% 60% 

2 300 100 200 33.33% 66.67% 

3 300 150 150 50% 50% 

4 300 180 120 60% 40% 

5 300 90 210 30% 70% 

Table V: Result of test on primary auxiliaries. 
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From the table above, 40% of the students passed sentence one while 60% failed. In sentence two 

the percentage of the students who passed was 33.33% while 66.67% failed. In addition, in sentence three, 

50% passed while 50% failed. In sentence four, 60% passed while 40% failed. Finally in sentence five, 30% 

passed while 70% failed.  

The data analysis indicates inadequate knowledge and the use of salient auxiliary verbs. Several 

problems may have been responsible for this.  

One major problem for this poor performance may not be unconnected with the general low level of 

proficiency in the use of English in Nigeria. Some Nigerians erroneously see the English as a foreign 

language, and so consider it less important. This is a wrong perception because English language is a 

requirement for entry into higher institutions in Nigeria.  

The varied and complex nature of the verb also constitute a problem to learners- the English verb 

has many types, forms, aspects, voices, transitivity, finiteness, inflections, etc. The tenses alone are thirty 

six in number. Standard English texts are scarce and costly therefore most students could hardly afford 

them.  

There is also problem of inadequacies of qualified and sufficiently motivated teachers of English in 

our schools. These and many other problems may have been responsible for inadequate understanding and 

uses of the verbs and its forms. 
 

Communicative Importance of Auxiliary Verbs 

The value of auxiliary verbs lies in their function or use in communication as it has been mentioned earlier. 

They are used to help the lexical verb to make complete statement or link them with the subject of the 

sentence to express meaning. For instance, “You invited” this expression does not convey full meaning. But 

when the auxiliary is added to it, it could make a complete sense - “You are invited”. Also the expression “I 

singing” could be better expressed with the aid of the auxiliary verb as, “I am singing”. Also “We write our 

examinations next month” could be expressed as “We will/shall write our examination next month”. Aremo 

(2004) argues “that, “auxiliary is primarily meant for expressing particular kinds of meaning in the verbal 

part of the sentence” (P.73). Addition of the auxiliary verb in the example above helps to make meaning. 

On the other hand, the modal auxiliaries help the speaker/writer to express emotion and intention. Ogbulogo 

(2004) has rightly Observed, “modal auxiliaries are used to indicate the mood or attitude of the speaker, 

they are used to show volition, insistence, and probability” (P.24). This means that, the auxiliaries help 

expression to acquire full and intended meaning. The use of auxiliary verb is demonstrated below to serve 

as a guide to learners of English as a second language. 

The primary auxiliary “DO’ 

The verb DO is used to express action that is performed by persons in the present and past tense. 

Present Tense: I do my duty (1
st
 person singular) 

We do our assignment (1
st
 person plural) 

You do your assignment (2
nd

 person singular/plural) 

He does his assignment (3
rd

 person singular (male) 

She does her assignment (3
rd

 person singular (female) 

It does its assignment (3
rd

 person singular (neuter gender) 

They do their assignment (3
rd

 person plural both male and female) 

NB: The past tense of “DO” is “Did”. It is used for all persons and in both singular and plural. 

 

They    their assignment  

I/We   did  my/our assignment  last week   

She/he    her/his assignment  

 

The verb HAVE: This verb has present tense and past tense. 

PRESENT TENSE: This is used for all persons e.g.  
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I have a test      1
st
 person singular  

We have a test                 1
st
 person plural  

You have a test  this afternoon               2
nd

 person singular / plural  

They have a test     3
rd

 person plural  

She/he/it has a test    3
rd

 person singular   

 

PAST TENSE 

The past tense of have is had, and it is used for all persons, both in singular and plural.  

I / We  

You/you   had   a test last week  

They  

She/he/it  

 

The Primary Auxiliary Verb Be 

The verb BE has five finite forms (am, is, are, was, were), three of them are used in the present tense while 

two are used in the past tense.  

PRESENT TENSE 

The present forms of the verb to be are: “am”, “is” and “are”. They indicate present actions.  

e.g.  

I am writing       1
st
 person singular form  

We are writing                    1
st
 person plural form  

You are writing     2
nd

 person singular/plural form  

She is writing    now   3
rd

 person singular (feminine) form  

He is writing      3
rd

 person singular (masculine) form  

It is writing      3
rd

 person singular (neuter) form  

They are writing    3
rd

 person plural form  

 

PAST TENSE: The past forms of the verb BE are: “Was” which is singular and “were” which is plural 

form.  

e.g.  I was summoned yesterday  

 We were summoned etc. 

 

It is important to note that, any lexical (main) verb that comes immediately after the primary auxiliaries “To 

HAVE” and “To BE” must be either in the simple past tense, past participle, or present continuous tense. 

(Not in the simple present tense form).  

e.g. I/We have bought the pen. (Not buy)  

You are invited (not invite)  

He/She is eating (not eat)  

I am called (not call)  

She has chosen the boy (not choose)  

Modal Auxiliary 

The modal auxiliaries could be grouped into unit according to their function:  

Potentiality: May, might, can, could.  

Condition: should, would.  

Obligation: must, ought, have to, has to, dare to.  

Usage:   

May: This is used to express permission or a possibility.  

e.g.   

(i) You may submit your assignment now (permission)  

(ii) He may come this evening (probability).  
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(iii) It may rain tonight (possibility). 

Might: This is the past tense of may. However, in practice, it does not necessarily indicate past tense. It 

implies less probability than “MAY”.  

e.g.  

(i) It might rain tonight [probability]  

(ii) He might survive the illness [very remote]  

(iii) He might have seen her yesterday [past tense]  

Can: This is used to express ability to do something 

e.g.   

(i) John can drive a car.  

(ii) John can read the Bible. 

Could: Although it is assumed to be the past tense of can, it does not necessarily imply past time, it implies 

a more uncertainty condition than can’ e.g. 

(i) John could do it. [Here; could shows future probable ability. 

(ii) I could run very fast when I was a boy. [could here expresses ability in the past time].  

Should: This is used to express obligation, surprises, pity, and condition, e.g  

(i) All citizens should obey the law of the country, [obligation] 

(ii) It is unfortunate, he should lose his uncle [pity]  

(iii) I should buy a jeep if I have the money. [condition]  

(iv) He should be forgiven [request], etc, 

Would: This is used to express future probability, e.g.  

(i) I/we would like to see you tomorrow.  

(ii) I would like to buy a car if I have money. 

Would is also used to express condition, e.g.  

(i) If I had a car, I would visit my village every week. 

Must: This is used to express a strong obligation e.g.  

(i) Each student must buy the lecture note.  

(ii) You must pay your tax.  

(iii) We must eat in order to live, 

Note: Must is also used to express conviction or negative condition. John must be a thief [conviction] 

You must not touch the book [negative condition] Students must not enter this office. 

Ought to: This implies a duty or an obligation. e.g.  

(i) He ought to pay the debt.  

(ii) She ought to be involved.  

(iii) You ought to have bought a bigger car.  

(iv) He ought to resume duty by 8:00 am. 

Note: ‘Has to’ and ‘Have to’ are also used to express moral obligation  

e.g.  

(i) He has to pay the debt.  

(ii) He has to marry the girl. 

Need: This is also used to express moral obligation e.g.  

(i) Need we cheat before we pass our examination?  

(ii) Need we kill in order to be rich? 

Dare: This is an equivalent of attempt/venture. It is used to express social/moral taboo. e.g.  

(i) You dare not insult your parents.  

(ii) You dare not argue with an armed robber.  

(iii) You dare not think of abortion. 

Shall and Will: They are often used interchangeably. But they have slight shade of meaning. 

[1] To Express Futurity. Shall is used to express simple futurity in the 1st person singular and plural; While 

‘will’ is used to express simple futurity in the second and third person singular in British English.  
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Person   Singular   Plural 

1
St

 Person  I Shall    We Shall 

2
nd

 Person  You will   You will 

3
rd

 Person  He/She/it will   They will 

[2] To express determination, promise and threat, the reverse is the case. 

Person   Singular   Plural 

1
St

 Person  I will    We will 

2
nd

 Person  You shall   You shall 

3
rd

 Person  He/She/it Shall  They Shall 

These demonstrations [though not exhaustive] represent the basic and the fundamental use of the auxiliary 

verbs. 

Conclusion 

It has been established that learners of 

English as a second language (L2) in Nigeria 

have problems with the use of auxiliary verbs. 

This is due partly to the complex nature of the 

verb. However, proper understanding and 

effective use of these auxiliaries is crucial to 

individual’s educational advancement and 

national development in Nigeria. 

Consequently, it is hoped that, proper 

grasp of the detailed analysis of the auxiliaries 

and the demonstrations of their use in this paper 

will go a long way in minimizing the difficulties 

being encountered by learners of English as a 

second language. It is also believed that the 

recommendations in this paper (if properly 

implemented) will be a path-way to an 

appreciable improvement in the knowledge and 

use of English auxiliary verbs. 

Recommendations 

The following recommendations are hereby put 

forward to solve the problems associated with the 

communicative use of the auxiliary verbs among 

learners of English as a second language in 

Nigeria: 

(i) Teachers and indeed teachers of English 

Language should be adequately 

remunerated both in private and public 

schools. This is because no matter how 

qualified a teacher may be, if he is poorly 

remunerated, he will definitely exhibit a 

diminishing performance. 

(ii) Teachers of English should be properly 

trained and re-trained to be able to 

understand and handle the technical and 

complex nature of English language 

teaching in the classroom. 

(iii) The issue of rampant examination 

malpractices must be tackled head-on. A 

situation where parents and school 

authorities pay graduates of English to 

write NECO and WAEC for students 

makes students neglect their studies. This 

leads to a situation whereby there are 

candidates with good passes in English at 

WAEC without the basic knowledge of 

the auxiliary verb. 

(iv) The teacher/student ratio in the class 

should be adhered to strictly. A situation 

where teachers of English are made to 

teach more number of students in a class 

than they could effectively handle affects 

the teacher’s input and efficiency. It is 

suggested that, “the ratio should be about 

forty (40) students to one (1) teacher with 

a maximum period of ten (10) hours per 

week (Yakubu, 2009). In fact, for proper 

language teaching, the number should be 

less than forty in English Language class. 

The students should be motivated to face 

their studies by way of providing 

adequate study materials and conducive 

classrooms. A situation where some poor 

parents could not afford English 

textbooks for their children and wards 

does not help matters. Schools should 

provide functional library, and students 

should learn in a conducive atmosphere.  

(v) Teachers of English should apply 

practical and result oriented approach in 

their classroom teaching. 

(vi) Qualified teachers of English should be 

employed in all schools at all levels to 

handle the teaching. This is because the 

teacher factor is very important in any 

educational system as Ukeje in P.N. 

Lassa, C.M Arukweze, and M.A. 

Maiyanga (Eds) (1996) contend; “No 
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educational system can rise above its 

teachers, No nation can rise above its 

teachers”(P.1).  

 

If these suggestions are taken into 

consideration in our school system, it is believed 

that students will improve on the use of auxiliary 

verbs and indeed the general use of English. This 

will in turn lead to educational advancement and 

national development. 

 

NOTE: Apart from table four, all other tables are the initiative of the researchers.  
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