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Abstract. Modal verbs in English, such as can, could, may, might, must, should, and
would, present subtle but significant differences in meaning and function. These nuances
often create confusion for learners of English as a second or foreign language. While modal
verbs are used to express possibility, necessity, permission, and obligation, the choice of
modal depends heavily on context, tone, and the speaker’s intention. This paper explores the
key distinctions in the use of modal verbs and highlights common learner difficulties. It also
examines how teachers can address these issues through focused instruction and context-
based learning.
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Introduction

Modal verbs are an essential part of English grammar, frequently used to express
meanings beyond the basic verb structure, such as ability (can), possibility (might), advice
(should), and obligation (must). For language learners, however, these verbs can be
particularly challenging due to their multiple meanings and dependency on context. A single
modal can convey different levels of certainty or politeness depending on how and where it
IS used.

For example, may and might both indicate possibility, but might often sounds less
certain. Similarly, must can express both strong obligation (“'You must wear a seatbelt””) and
logical deduction (“She must be at home”), which can be confusing without clear context.
Learners often struggle to distinguish these subtle differences, leading to misuse or
overgeneralization of certain modals.

Understanding and using modal verbs correctly requires more than just memorizing
rules — it involves recognizing the social and functional aspects of language. This paper
aims to analyze the most common difficulties learners face with modal verbs and to suggest
practical teaching approaches to improve learners' understanding and use of modality.

Understanding and correctly using modal verbs in English remains a complex task for
many second language learners. This complexity arises not only from their grammatical
irregularities but more importantly from the semantic and pragmatic subtleties these verbs
carry. Modal verbs express meanings such as ability, permission, necessity, probability, and
advice, but their interpretation heavily depends on context, speaker intention, and tone.
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Unlike standard grammatical rules, these meanings often overlap or shift, making modal
verbs a source of persistent confusion.

A key challenge lies in the way modal verbs convey degrees of certainty and
possibility. Consider the following examples:

« She must be at work. — This implies a strong logical deduction.

o She may be at work. — This expresses a possibility, but not certainty.

o She could be at work. — This implies a neutral possibility.

« She might be at work. — Slightly less certain than may in some contexts.

Though the surface structure is similar, each sentence communicates a different degree
of confidence from the speaker. Learners may struggle to identify these subtle differences,
often using may, might, and could interchangeably, which can lead to miscommunication or
overly vague statements.

Another frequent source of confusion involves modal verbs that express obligation,
necessity, or recommendation, such as must, have to, should, and ought to. These modals,
while similar in basic function, vary significantly in strength and source of obligation:

e You must wear a seatbelt. — Strong obligation, often imposed by rules or laws.

e You have to wear a seatbelt. — External necessity or rule, similar to must, but
slightly less formal.

« You should wear a seatbelt. — Advice; weaker obligation.

« You ought to wear a seatbelt. — Slightly formal or moral recommendation.

Learners frequently confuse must and have to, not realizing that must is often used for
internal obligation or speaker judgment, while have to usually refers to external
requirements. For example:

o | must call my mother. (personal sense of duty)

« | have to call my mother. (perhaps she asked you to call)

These distinctions are rarely taught explicitly, leading to overgeneralization or avoidance
of certain modals altogether.

Another layer of difficulty arises with politeness and formality, particularly in requests
and permissions:

o Can I use your phone? (informal)

o Could I use your phone? (more polite and tentative)

« May I use your phone? (formal or old-fashioned)

While grammatically correct, using may in informal conversation might sound stiff or
overly formal, especially in American English. Learners often overuse can because it’s
simpler and more common, but in formal contexts, this can come across as too direct.

Moreover, many modal verbs have multiple functions, which further complicates
learning. For example:

» He must be home by now. (logical conclusion)

o He must finish his homework. (strong obligation)
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Here, the same modal (must) takes on different meanings based on context. Learners
often fail to differentiate between these uses, especially when they are taught lists of
meanings without sufficient contextual practice.

To address these issues, pedagogical approaches should shift from memorization to
context-based learning. As Celce-Murcia and Larsen-Freeman (1999) suggest,
highlighting the functional and communicative use of modals is more effective than drilling
isolated forms. Techniques that have proven useful include:

« Contrastive exercises: Comparing modals side-by-side in controlled dialogues.

« Role-play: Practicing requests, advice, and opinions in social contexts.

« Modality charts: Visualizing degrees of certainty or obligation on a scale.

o Corpus-based exposure: Encouraging students to observe modals in authentic
materials such as newspapers, films, or podcasts.

These methods help learners not only recognize the grammatical forms but also interpret
the social and pragmatic meanings behind modal choices. As Swan (2005) notes, many
advanced learners still misuse modals—not due to lack of knowledge, but due to a gap in
understanding how language functions in real communication.

Ultimately, teaching modal verbs effectively means going beyond rules and helping
learners navigate the subtle layers of meaning, speaker attitude, and cultural expectations
that modals carry.

Modal verbs in English represent a vital but often challenging component of language
learning due to their intricate meanings and versatile uses. This study has highlighted the
subtle distinctions among modals such as must, may, might, could, should, and have to,
emphasizing how these differences influence meaning, tone, and speaker intention. The
confusion experienced by learners largely stems from the overlapping semantic fields of
these verbs, their context-dependent usage, and the absence of direct equivalents in many
learners’ native languages.

Effective acquisition of modal verbs requires a shift from rote memorization of rules
toward contextualized learning that incorporates functional and pragmatic understanding.
Teaching strategies that focus on real-life communication, comparative analysis, and
interactive practice can significantly enhance learners’ ability to interpret and use modals
appropriately. Moreover, raising learners’ awareness of cultural and situational factors that
govern modal usage is essential to avoid pragmatic errors.

Ultimately, a comprehensive and nuanced approach to teaching modal verbs not only
improves grammatical accuracy but also empowers learners to communicate more naturally
and effectively. Future research could explore the impact of digital tools and corpus-based
learning on mastering modals, potentially offering innovative ways to address this persistent
challenge in English language education.
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