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Lecture 4 : The Expression of Future Time in English 

 

1. Introduction 

Unlike many other languages, English has no distinct grammatical 

future tense. 

As Quirk et al. emphasize, future time in English is expressed through a 

variety of constructions—using auxiliary verbs, present forms, and other 

devices—to indicate prediction, intention, arrangement, or scheduled 

events. 

Thus, the future in English is a semantic category, not a simple tense 

form. 

 

2. Overview of Future Time Expressions 

English expresses future meaning through several main structures: 

1. Will / Shall + Infinitive 

2. Be going to + Infinitive 

3. Present Progressive for Future 

4. Simple Present for Future 

5. Be about to / Be to / Be due to 

6. Modal verbs referring to the future (may, might, should, etc.) 



Each form carries distinct semantic nuances—prediction, intention, 

arrangement, or inevitability. 

 

3. The Will / Shall Construction 

3.1 Form 

Will/Shall + base form of verb 

Examples: 

 I will call you tomorrow. 

 We shall meet at noon. 

3.2 Use and Meaning 

Quirk et al. note that will and shall express pure future but also often 

imply volition, determination, or prediction depending on context. 

Function Example Note 

Prediction It will rain tomorrow. 
neutral future 

statement 

Decision / 

Willingness 

I’ll help you with your 

bags. 
spontaneous decision 

Determination I will not give up. strong resolve 

 

4. Be Going To + Infinitive 

4.1 Structure 

Be (am/is/are) + going to + base verb 

Examples: 

 I am going to study medicine. 
 It’s going to rain. 



4.2 Meaning 

Be going to typically expresses: 

1. Planned intention 
o I’m going to visit my aunt next week. 

2. Prediction based on present evidence 
o Look at those clouds! It’s going to rain. 

4.3 Comparison with Will 

 will = spontaneous decision or pure prediction 

 going to = pre-planned or based on current evidence 

Example: 

 I’ll answer the phone. (decision made now) 

 I’m going to answer the phone. (decision already made) 

 

5. The Present Progressive for Future 

5.1 Form 

Be + -ing form 

Example: 

 We are meeting them at six. 

5.2 Meaning 

Used for arranged future events, often involving personal plans or 

timetables. 

Examples: 

 I’m flying to Paris tomorrow. 
 She’s having lunch with her professor next week. 

It conveys definite arrangement, usually with human subjects and 

verbs of movement. 

 



6. The Simple Present for Future 

6.1 Form 

Subject + base verb 

Examples: 

 The train leaves at 8:30. 

 The conference starts on Monday. 

6.2 Use 

Used for timetables, schedules, and programmed events, where the 

future is considered fixed or certain. 

Note: The simple present has a non-volitional sense — it refers to future 

events seen as settled facts. 

 

7. Other Expressions of Future Time 

7.1 Be About To + Infinitive 

Indicates immediate future: 

 The movie is about to start. 

7.2 Be To + Infinitive 

Used for official arrangements or obligations: 

 The President is to visit Japan next month. 

7.3 Be Due To + Infinitive 

Used for scheduled occurrences: 

 The plane is due to arrive at 10:00. 

7.4 Modals for Future Possibility or Probability 

Modal verbs can also indicate future meanings: 

 You may pass the exam. 



 It might snow tonight. 
 You should arrive before noon. 

 

8. Summary: Semantic Distinctions 

Expression Typical Meaning Example 

Will/Shall 
Prediction / spontaneous 

decision 
I’ll call you later. 

Be going to Plan / present evidence It’s going to rain. 

Present 

Progressive 
Arrangement 

We’re meeting them 

tomorrow. 

Simple Present Schedule / timetable The bus leaves at six. 

Be about to Imminent action She’s about to cry. 

Be to / Be due to Official plan / schedule 
He is to attend the 

meeting. 

 

9. The Future in Subordinate Clauses 

Quirk et al. emphasize that future tense markers are generally avoided 

in subordinate time clauses after when, if, before, after, as soon as. 

✅ Correct: I’ll call you when I arrive. 
✅ Incorrect: I’ll call you when I will arrive. 

Here, the present tense is used with future reference, a key feature of 

English syntax. 

 


