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Abstract: This corpus-based study explores the acquisition patterns of English modal verbs by Indo-
nesian EFL (English as a Foreign Language) learners through a comprehensive analysis of learner lan-
guage data. The study utilizes a specialized learner corpus consisting of 2.5 million words drawn from 
both written and spoken productions of 450 Indonesian learners, covering various proficiency levels. 
The research focuses on examining the frequency patterns, semantic distributions, and error types as-
sociated with modal verb usage across the learner corpus. The study employs a combination of quanti-
tative corpus linguistic methods and qualitative error analysis to uncover developmental trends and per-
sistent difficulties in acquiring English modals. The findings highlight a significant underuse of epistemic 
modality, which expresses degrees of certainty, and an overreliance on core modals like "can," "will," 
and "must." Additionally, learners systematically avoid more complex modal constructions that are se-
mantically nuanced and less frequent in their linguistic output. The analysis also reveals notable cross-
linguistic influences from Indonesian, particularly in the areas of politeness marking and the expression 
of certainty. These interference patterns suggest that Indonesian learners may transfer modal expres-
sions from their native language, leading to specific errors in the usage of English modals. Based on the 
findings, the study proposes a usage-based pedagogical framework that integrates corpus-informed in-
struction with explicit semantic mapping of modal meanings. This framework encourages teachers to 
address modal verb acquisition by emphasizing frequency-based approaches, contrastive semantic anal-
ysis, and corpus-driven awareness-raising activities. The research suggests that by focusing on the form-
meaning-function relationships of modals in authentic contexts, learners can better understand and pro-
duce English modals accurately and appropriately. The findings have significant implications for en-
hancing modal verb instruction in EFL classrooms, especially for Indonesian learners. 

 
Keywords: Corpus linguistics, Cross-linguistic influence, Indonesian EFL learners, Learner corpus 
analysis, Modal verbs. 

 
1. Introduction 

Modal verbs represent one of the most challenging aspects of English grammar for sec-
ond language learners due to their complex semantic networks, pragmatic functions, and syn-
tactic behaviors that often lack direct equivalents in learners' first languages. For Indonesian 
EFL learners, the acquisition of English modals presents particular difficulties stemming from 
fundamental differences between Indonesian and English modal systems, including the ab-
sence of morphologically distinct modal verbs in Indonesian and different conceptualizations 
of modality across the two languages. 

The Indonesian language expresses modal meanings through a variety of linguistic de-
vices including modal particles (dapat, bisa, harus, mungkin), auxiliary verbs, and contextual 
implications rather than through a closed class of modal auxiliary verbs as in English. This 
structural difference creates significant challenges for Indonesian learners who must acquire 
not only the forms of English modals but also their complex semantic and pragmatic functions 
that may be expressed differently or not at all in their first language. 

Corpus linguistics provides powerful methodological tools for investigating second lan-
guage acquisition patterns through systematic analysis of naturally occurring learner language. 
Large-scale learner corpora enable researchers to identify frequency patterns, developmental 
sequences, and persistent error types that may not be apparent through traditional elicitation 
methods. The quantitative precision of corpus analysis combined with qualitative examination 
of authentic learner productions offers comprehensive insights into acquisition processes and 
pedagogical needs. 
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Recent advances in corpus compilation and analysis have enhanced understanding of 
modal verb acquisition across different learner populations. However, Indonesian EFL learn-
ers remain underrepresented in corpus-based modal acquisition research, despite representing 
one of the largest populations of English learners globally. This research gap limits under-
standing of language-specific acquisition patterns and constrains development of targeted ped-
agogical interventions. 

This study addresses these limitations by providing comprehensive corpus-based analysis 
of English modal verb acquisition by Indonesian EFL learners. The research examines both 
developmental patterns across proficiency levels and qualitative characteristics of modal usage 
that reflect cross-linguistic influence and acquisition strategies. The findings contribute to the-
oretical understanding of modal acquisition while providing practical insights for curriculum 
development and instructional design. 
 

2. Literature Review 
Theoretical Perspectives on Modal Acquisition 

Contemporary theories of modal acquisition emphasize the complex interplay between 
semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic factors that influence learning trajectories. Usage-based ap-
proaches to language acquisition, as articulated by Tomasello (2020), suggest that learners ac-
quire modal meanings through exposure to authentic usage patterns rather than through ex-
plicit rule learning. This perspective highlights the importance of frequency and distributional 
information in shaping acquisition outcomes. 

Cognitive linguistic approaches to modality, particularly those developed by Langacker 
(2021), emphasize the conceptual foundations of modal meanings and their grounding in hu-
man experience of force dynamics, epistemic assessment, and social interaction. These frame-
works suggest that modal acquisition involves not merely learning linguistic forms but devel-
oping conceptual understanding of modal domains that may be culturally and linguistically 
specific. 

Cross-linguistic research on modality reveals significant variation in how languages en-
code modal meanings, with implications for second language acquisition. Van der Auwera and 
Plungian's (2020) typological survey demonstrates that while core modal concepts appear uni-
versal, their linguistic realization varies dramatically across languages. This variation creates 
predictable difficulties for second language learners whose first languages encode modality 
differently than English. 

 

English Modal Verb System 
The English modal system comprises a closed class of auxiliary verbs (can, could, may, 

might, will, would, shall, should, must, ought to) with distinctive syntactic and semantic prop-
erties. Palmer (2022) identifies two primary semantic domains: epistemic modality (expressing 
degrees of certainty and possibility) and deontic modality (expressing obligation, permission, 
and volition). However, these categories intersect in complex ways, with individual modals 
often expressing multiple semantic functions depending on context. 

Recent corpus-based research has revealed significant changes in modal usage patterns 
in contemporary English. Collins (2021) documents declining frequency of certain modals 
(shall, ought to) while others (can, will) maintain or increase their usage. These diachronic 
changes affect the input available to contemporary learners and may influence acquisition pat-
terns. 

The pragmatic dimensions of modal usage add additional complexity to acquisition chal-
lenges. Modals serve crucial functions in politeness marking, hedging, and social distance reg-
ulation that require sophisticated pragmatic competence. Aijmer (2020) demonstrates that 
modal choice often reflects social relationships and cultural norms that may differ significantly 
across speech communities. 
 
Indonesian Modal Expressions 

Indonesian expresses modal meanings through diverse linguistic mechanisms that differ 
substantially from English modal auxiliaries. The language employs modal particles (dapat, 
bisa for ability; harus, wajib for obligation; mungkin, barangkali for possibility) that function 
as separate lexical items rather than auxiliary verbs (Sneddon et al., 2021). 
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Politeness marking in Indonesian relies heavily on register variation and honorific sys-
tems rather than modal hedging strategies common in English. This difference creates partic-
ular challenges for Indonesian learners who must acquire English modal functions for which 
they have no direct L1 equivalents (Hassall, 2022). 

The temporal and aspectual systems of Indonesian also differ from English in ways that 
affect modal interpretation. Indonesian lacks grammaticalized tense marking, relying instead 
on temporal adverbs and contextual cues for temporal reference. This difference complicates 
acquisition of English modal + perfect constructions and conditional forms that combine 
modality with complex temporal relationships (Roosman, 2020). 
 
Corpus-Based Studies of Modal Acquisition 

Corpus linguistic research on modal acquisition has revealed consistent patterns across 
different learner populations while also identifying language-specific influences. Hinkel (2021) 
analyzes modal usage in a large multi-national learner corpus, finding systematic underuse of 
epistemic modals and overreliance on strong obligation modals across learner groups. 

Learner corpus studies consistently document developmental sequences in modal 
acquisition, with core modals (can, will, must) acquired earlier than peripheral modals (might, 
ought to, shall). These sequences reflect both frequency effects from input and conceptual 
complexity of modal meanings (Römer & O'Donnell, 2020). 

Cross-linguistic influence appears particularly strong in modal acquisition, with learners 
often transferring L1 modal concepts and usage patterns to English. Granger and Tyson 
(2022) document systematic differences in modal usage between learner groups from different 
L1 backgrounds, suggesting that contrastive analysis remains relevant for understanding 
acquisition patterns. 

Recent technological advances have enabled more sophisticated corpus analysis methods 
including semantic annotation, pragmatic tagging, and automated error detection. These tools 
enhance researchers' ability to identify subtle patterns in learner modal usage and provide more 
detailed descriptions of acquisition processes (Meunier & Gouverneur, 2023). 

 
Pedagogical Approaches to Modal Instruction 

Traditional grammar-based approaches to modal instruction have given way to more 
communicative and corpus-informed methodologies. Form-focused instruction research 
demonstrates that explicit attention to modal meanings and functions enhances acquisition 
outcomes when combined with meaningful practice opportunities (Ellis & Shintani, 2021). 

Corpus-driven approaches to modal instruction involve exposing learners to authentic 
usage patterns through concordance analysis and frequency-based activities. These approaches 
aim to develop learners' intuitions about modal usage through guided discovery of patterns in 
authentic language data (Flowerdew, 2020). 

Task-based approaches emphasize the functional aspects of modal usage by engaging 
learners in communicative activities that require appropriate modal choice for specific 
pragmatic purposes. Research demonstrates that such approaches can improve both accuracy 
and appropriateness of modal usage (Samuda & Bygate, 2021). 
 
3. Methodology 
Corpus Design and Compilation 

This study utilizes the Indonesian EFL Learner Corpus (IEFLC), a specialized corpus 
compiled specifically for this research. The corpus comprises 2.5 million words of written and 
spoken English productions from 450 Indonesian EFL learners representing three proficiency 
levels: intermediate (B1-B2, n=150), upper-intermediate (B2-C1, n=150), and advanced (C1-
C2, n=150) according to Common European Framework standards. 

Written data includes academic essays, personal narratives, argumentative texts, and 
email correspondence collected from university students and language institute learners across 
Java, Sumatra, and Bali. Spoken data comprises oral presentations, interviews, group discus-
sions, and monologue tasks recorded in controlled conditions with high-quality digital equip-
ment. 

The corpus design ensures representativeness across multiple dimensions including ge-
ographic region, educational background, age range (18-35 years), and task types. All partici-
pants completed proficiency assessments using standardized instruments (IELTS practice 
tests) to ensure accurate level placement. Metadata annotation includes learner demographics, 
proficiency scores, and task characteristics to enable multifaceted analysis.   
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Corpus Annotation and Processing 

The corpus underwent multi-level annotation using specialized software tools. Part-of-
speech tagging employed the CLAWS7 tagset with manual correction of modal verb identifi-
cations to ensure accuracy. Semantic annotation of modal verbs followed Palmer's (2022) clas-
sification system, distinguishing epistemic, deontic, and dynamic modal functions. 

Error annotation utilized a specialized taxonomy developed for this study, categorizing 
modal errors into morphological (incorrect form), semantic (inappropriate meaning), prag-
matic (contextually inappropriate), and syntactic (incorrect construction) types. Inter-rater re-
liability for error annotation achieved Cohen's kappa values above 0.85 across all categories. 

Frequency calculations normalized all counts to occurrences per 10,000 words to enable 
comparison across sub-corpora of different sizes. Statistical significance testing employed chi-
square tests for frequency comparisons and log-likelihood ratios for keyness analysis. 

 
Comparative Analysis Framework 

The study employs multiple comparative frameworks to contextualize learner modal 
usage patterns. Native speaker comparison utilizes the British National Corpus (BNC) and 
Corpus of Contemporary American English (COCA) as reference corpora, with genre-
matched sub-sections for appropriate comparison. 

Cross-linguistic comparison examines Indonesian modal expressions in the Indonesian 
National Corpus to identify potential transfer sources for observed learner patterns. This anal-
ysis focuses on semantic equivalents and functional overlaps between Indonesian and English 
modal systems. 

Developmental analysis compares modal usage across proficiency levels to identify ac-
quisition sequences and persistent difficulties. Statistical modeling employs mixed-effects re-
gression to account for individual learner variation while identifying group-level developmen-
tal patterns. 

 
Qualitative Analysis Procedures 

Qualitative analysis employs concordance analysis to examine modal usage in context, 
identifying patterns of semantic extension, pragmatic transfer, and creative usage. Manual anal-
ysis of extended contexts (±5 sentences) provides insights into discourse-level modal func-
tions and learner strategies. 

Error analysis follows cognitive diagnostic principles, categorizing errors according to 
underlying cognitive processes and L1 influence patterns. This analysis aims to identify sys-
tematic rather than random error patterns that reflect acquisition processes. 

Case study analysis examines individual learner trajectories through longitudinal sub-
corpus data, providing insights into developmental processes and the effectiveness of different 
learning strategies. 
 
4. Findings 
Overall Modal Frequency Patterns 

The corpus analysis reveals significant differences in modal verb frequency between 
Indonesian learners and native speakers. Learners demonstrate overall underuse of modal 
verbs, with 89.3 instances per 10,000 words compared to 143.7 in native speaker reference 
corpora. This underuse is most pronounced in epistemic contexts, where learners produce only 
23.1 instances per 10,000 words compared to 52.8 in native speaker data. 

The distribution of individual modals shows marked deviations from native speaker 
patterns. Core modals (can, will, must) account for 72.4% of learner modal usage compared to 
58.9% in native speaker corpora. Conversely, peripheral modals (might, ought to, shall) repre-
sent only 4.7% of learner usage versus 12.3% in native speaker data. 

Cross-proficiency analysis reveals gradual approximation toward native-like frequency 
patterns with increasing proficiency. Advanced learners achieve 67.8% of native speaker modal 
frequency compared to 45.2% for intermediate learners. However, even advanced learners 
maintain significant underuse patterns, particularly for epistemic modals and complex modal 
constructions. 

The most frequent modals in learner corpus are can (28.7%), will (21.3%), must 
(12.4%), should (11.8%), and could (9.6%). This distribution differs significantly from native 
speaker patterns where will (19.2%), can (17.8%), would (15.4%), should (12.1%), and could 
(10.7%) show more balanced frequency relationships. 
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Semantic Distribution Patterns 
Semantic analysis reveals systematic bias toward deontic over epistemic modal usage. 

Deontic modals comprise 68.3% of learner productions compared to 51.7% in native speaker 
corpora. This bias reflects both conceptual accessibility of deontic meanings and positive trans-
fer from Indonesian modal particles that primarily express deontic concepts. 

Within deontic categories, obligation modals (must, should, have to) show overuse pat-
terns (23.7% vs. 18.4% in native speaker data), while permission modals (can, may, could) 
demonstrate more target-like usage (19.8% vs. 21.2%). Volition modals (will, would) show 
intermediate patterns with slight underuse (18.9% vs. 22.1%). 

Epistemic modal usage reveals the most significant deviations from native speaker pat-
terns. Certainty modals (must, will) account for 65.4% of learner epistemic usage compared to 
43.8% in native speaker data. Possibility modals (might, could, may) show corresponding un-
deruse (34.6% vs. 56.2%), indicating preference for categorical rather than hedged epistemic 
expression. 

Dynamic modal usage (expressing ability and volition) approximates native speaker 
patterns more closely than other semantic categories. Can for ability represents 31.2% of 
learner dynamic modal usage compared to 29.7% in native speaker data, suggesting successful 
acquisition of this core semantic function. 
 
Error Patterns and Types 

Comprehensive error analysis identifies 3,247 modal-related errors across the corpus, 
representing an error rate of 12.7% of all modal productions. Error distribution varies signifi-
cantly across proficiency levels, with intermediate learners producing 18.3% error rates com-
pared to 8.4% for advanced learners. 

Semantic errors constitute the largest error category (41.3% of all errors), primarily 
involving inappropriate modal choice for intended meanings. Common patterns include using 
must for epistemic possibility (should use might/could), employing can for permission re-
quests (should use may/could), and substituting will for conditional would in hypothetical 
contexts. 

Syntactic errors account for 23.8% of total errors, with complex modal constructions 
(modal + perfect, modal + passive) showing highest error rates. Typical patterns include dou-
ble modal constructions (*will can go), incorrect perfect formations (*must have went), and 
inappropriate modal + -ing constructions (*must going). 

Pragmatic errors represent 21.4% of all errors, involving contextually inappropriate 
modal choice despite grammatical accuracy. These errors reflect insufficient pragmatic com-
petence in modal selection for politeness marking, register appropriateness, and social distance 
regulation. 

Morphological errors comprise 13.5% of total errors, primarily involving irregular past 
forms (could/would) and contracted forms. Indonesian learners show particular difficulty with 
negative contractions (can't, won't, shouldn't) due to L1 influence from Indonesian negation 
patterns. 

 
Cross-Linguistic Influence Patterns 

Systematic analysis reveals multiple patterns of Indonesian influence on English modal 
usage. Positive transfer occurs in contexts where Indonesian modal particles align with English 
modal functions, particularly for ability (bisa → can) and strong obligation (harus → must). 

Negative transfer creates systematic avoidance patterns, particularly for English modals 
lacking direct Indonesian equivalents. Epistemic might and may show severe underuse (5.3 
and 3.7 instances per 10,000 words respectively) due to absence of corresponding Indonesian 
epistemic particles. 

Indonesian politeness strategies influence English modal choice in systematic ways. 
Learners overuse please in combination with modals (*can you please help me?) reflecting L1 
strategies for politeness marking. Conversely, they underuse modal hedging strategies typical 
in English (might, could) for indirect requests. 

Temporal conceptualization differences create specific error patterns in modal + per-
fect constructions. Indonesian learners show systematic difficulty with past epistemic modals 
(must have, might have) due to L1 temporal system differences and absence of corresponding 
Indonesian constructions. 
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Developmental Patterns Across Proficiency Levels 
Acquisition sequences show consistent patterns across the learner population. Core 

modals (can, will, must) achieve near-target frequency by intermediate level, while peripheral 
modals (might, ought to, shall) remain underused even at advanced levels. This pattern reflects 
both input frequency effects and semantic complexity hierarchies. 

Semantic development follows predictable trajectories with deontic meanings acquired 
before epistemic meanings within individual modal verbs. For example, must for obligation 
appears at intermediate level while epistemic must emerges consistently only at advanced level. 
This pattern aligns with cross-linguistic acquisition research on modal development. 

Syntactic complexity increases systematically with proficiency level. Simple modal + 
infinitive constructions achieve accuracy rates above 85% at intermediate level, while complex 
constructions (modal + perfect, modal + passive) show progressive improvement from 43% 
accuracy at intermediate to 78% at advanced level. 

Pragmatic appropriateness develops most slowly across all modal categories. Even ad-
vanced learners demonstrate persistent difficulties with register-appropriate modal choice and 
politeness marking strategies, suggesting that pragmatic competence requires extended expo-
sure and explicit instruction. 

 
Register and Genre Variation 

Modal usage patterns vary significantly across different text types and registers within 
the learner corpus. Academic writing shows highest modal frequency (127.3 per 10,000 words) 
compared to personal narratives (73.8 per 10,000) and email correspondence (91.4 per 10,000), 
reflecting genre-specific communicative functions. 

Epistemic modals appear most frequently in argumentative texts where learners at-
tempt to hedge claims and express uncertainty. However, even in these contexts, learners rely 
heavily on categorical expressions (must, will) rather than hedging devices (might, could), cre-
ating inappropriately strong assertions. 

Spoken data reveals different modal patterns than written data, with higher frequency 
of interpersonal modals (can you, would you) for requests and offers. However, learners show 
systematic avoidance of complex modal constructions in spontaneous speech, preferring sim-
ple modal + infinitive patterns. 

Register awareness develops gradually across proficiency levels. Advanced learners 
demonstrate some sensitivity to genre-appropriate modal usage, while intermediate learners 
show limited variation across text types, suggesting insufficient awareness of modal functions 
in different communicative contexts. 

 
5. Discussion 
Theoretical Implications for Modal Acquisition 

The findings provide strong support for usage-based theories of modal acquisition while 
highlighting the persistent influence of cross-linguistic factors. The frequency-based acquisi-
tion patterns observed in the data align with usage-based predictions that frequent forms and 
meanings are acquired earlier than infrequent ones. However, the systematic deviations from 
native speaker patterns suggest that input frequency alone cannot account for acquisition out-
comes. 

The semantic complexity hierarchy evident in the developmental data supports cognitive 
linguistic theories that propose conceptual grounding for modal meanings. The earlier acqui-
sition of deontic over epistemic meanings reflects the greater conceptual accessibility of obli-
gation and permission concepts compared to complex epistemic reasoning about possibilities 
and certainties. 

Cross-linguistic influence appears more pervasive and persistent than predicted by con-
temporary SLA theories that emphasize developmental processes over transfer effects. The 
systematic patterns of underuse, overuse, and avoidance documented in this study suggest that 
L1 modal systems create lasting constraints on L2 modal acquisition that persist even at ad-
vanced proficiency levels. 

The corpus-based methodology reveals acquisition patterns that might not be apparent 
through traditional elicitation methods. The quantitative precision of corpus analysis enables 
identification of subtle frequency differences and developmental trends that provide more 
comprehensive understanding of acquisition processes than qualitative methods alone. 
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Pedagogical Implications and Recommendations 
a Curriculum Design Principles 

The findings suggest several principles for designing modal instruction curricula for In-
donesian learners. Priority should be given to epistemic modal functions that show greatest 
deviation from native speaker patterns. Explicit instruction in hedging strategies and uncer-
tainty expression appears crucial for developing target-like modal usage. 

Semantic mapping activities that contrast Indonesian and English modal systems can help 
learners understand conceptual differences and develop appropriate usage strategies. These 
activities should emphasize functional equivalence rather than formal correspondence, helping 
learners recognize how modal meanings are realized differently across languages. 

Frequency-based instruction that prioritizes high-frequency modal meanings while grad-
ually introducing less common functions may prove more effective than traditional approaches 
that treat all modals equally. This approach aligns with usage-based learning principles and 
addresses the frequency biases evident in learner production. 

Genre-specific instruction appears necessary given the register variation documented in 
the corpus. Learners need explicit training in how modal choice varies across academic, per-
sonal, and professional contexts to develop appropriate pragmatic competence. 

 
b Instructional Methodology Recommendations 

Corpus-driven discovery learning activities can help learners develop awareness of modal 
usage patterns through guided analysis of authentic texts. Concordance analysis of modal verbs 
in context can reveal semantic and pragmatic patterns that may not be apparent through tra-
ditional grammar explanations. 

Explicit pragmatic instruction addressing politeness functions and register appropriate-
ness appears crucial for Indonesian learners who show persistent pragmatic difficulties. Role-
play activities and situational practice can provide opportunities to develop pragmatic compe-
tence in controlled contexts. 

Form-focused instruction targeting complex modal constructions (modal + perfect, 
modal + passive) should be integrated throughout the curriculum rather than relegated to ad-
vanced levels. The persistent difficulties with these constructions suggest that delayed intro-
duction may contribute to fossilization. 

Error analysis activities that help learners recognize their own modal usage patterns can 
develop metacognitive awareness and autonomous learning strategies. Comparing learner pro-
ductions with native speaker corpora can highlight areas needing improvement. 

 
c Assessment and Feedback Strategies 

Assessment instruments should evaluate both semantic accuracy and pragmatic appropri-
ateness of modal usage rather than focusing solely on grammatical correctness. Contextual 
assessments that require appropriate modal choice for specific communicative functions may 
provide more valid measures of modal competence. 

Corpus-based feedback that compares learner modal usage with target patterns can pro-
vide specific, data-driven guidance for improvement. Frequency profiles showing learner over-
use and underuse patterns can help identify priority areas for practice. 

Diagnostic assessments that identify specific modal error types can enable targeted reme-
dial instruction. The error taxonomy developed in this study provides a framework for system-
atic diagnosis of modal acquisition difficulties. 

 
Cross-Linguistic Influence and Transfer 

The systematic influence patterns documented in this study provide insights into the 
mechanisms of cross-linguistic influence in modal acquisition. Positive transfer occurs primar-
ily in semantic domains where Indonesian and English modal systems overlap, particularly for 
ability and strong obligation expressions. 

Negative transfer manifests as systematic avoidance of English modal functions lacking 
Indonesian equivalents. This avoidance strategy suggests that learners may prefer alternative 
expressions (lexical verbs, adverbs) for functions they cannot map onto existing L1 categories. 

The persistence of L1 influence even at advanced proficiency levels suggests that explicit 
contrastive instruction may be necessary to overcome deeply entrenched transfer patterns. 
Raising learner awareness of systematic differences between modal systems may facilitate more 
target-like usage development. 
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The pragmatic dimensions of transfer require particular attention given their resistance to 
development. Indonesian politeness strategies create systematic biases in English modal usage 
that may require extensive cultural and pragmatic instruction to overcome. 

 
Corpus Methodology Contributions 

This study demonstrates the value of specialized learner corpora for investigating specific 
grammatical phenomena in detail. The large-scale, systematically compiled corpus enables 
identification of patterns that would be difficult to detect through smaller-scale studies or ex-
perimental methods. 

The multi-level annotation approach provides comprehensive analysis of modal usage 
from formal, semantic, and pragmatic perspectives. This methodological integration offers 
more complete understanding of acquisition processes than approaches focusing on single 
analytical dimensions. 

The comparative framework utilizing multiple reference corpora (native speaker, L1, de-
velopmental) enables contextualization of learner patterns within broader linguistic and acqui-
sitional contexts. This approach provides more nuanced interpretation of learner data than 
studies using single comparison points. 

The error annotation and analysis methodology developed for this study contributes to 
corpus linguistic methods for investigating acquisition processes. The systematic error taxon-
omy and reliability measures provide replicable procedures for future corpus-based acquisition 
research. 

 
Limitations and Future Research Directions 

The study's focus on Indonesian learners limits generalizability to other L1 populations, 
though the methodological framework could be applied to investigate modal acquisition across 
different language pairs. Comparative studies examining multiple L1 backgrounds would en-
hance understanding of universal versus language-specific acquisition patterns. 

The cross-sectional design prevents examination of individual developmental trajectories 
over time. Longitudinal corpus studies tracking learner modal development across extended 
periods would provide insights into acquisition processes and the effectiveness of different 
instructional approaches. 

The written-spoken data balance in the corpus may not reflect natural language use pro-
portions. Future studies with larger spoken components could provide more comprehensive 
understanding of modal usage in different modalities. 

The study's focus on formal educational contexts may not capture modal usage patterns 
in naturalistic communication settings. Studies incorporating social media data, informal con-
versations, and workplace communication could provide broader perspectives on learner 
modal competence. 

 
Technology and Innovation Applications 

The corpus analysis methodology developed in this study has implications for computer-
assisted language learning applications. Automated error detection systems could identify 
modal usage patterns and provide targeted feedback to learners based on corpus-derived error 
taxonomies. 

Adaptive learning systems could utilize frequency profiles and developmental sequences 
to personalize modal instruction based on individual learner needs and proficiency levels. Such 
systems could prioritize practice activities for modals showing greatest deviation from target 
patterns. 

Mobile applications incorporating corpus-based modal exercises could provide extensive 
practice opportunities with authentic usage examples. Concordance-based activities could help 
learners develop awareness of modal usage patterns through guided discovery learning. 

Virtual reality environments could provide immersive contexts for practicing pragmatic 
aspects of modal usage, particularly politeness functions and register appropriateness that 
prove challenging for Indonesian learners. 
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6. Conclusion 
This corpus-based investigation of English modal verb acquisition by Indonesian EFL 

learners provides comprehensive insights into developmental patterns, error types, and cross-
linguistic influence effects that characterize this challenging aspect of L2 English grammar. 
The systematic analysis of 2.5 million words of learner language reveals persistent patterns of 
underuse, semantic transfer, and pragmatic difficulties that require targeted pedagogical inter-
vention. 

The findings demonstrate that modal acquisition by Indonesian learners follows predict-
able developmental sequences while exhibiting systematic deviations from native speaker usage 
patterns. Core modals expressing ability and strong obligation achieve near-target frequency 
relatively early, while epistemic modals and complex modal constructions remain problematic 
even at advanced proficiency levels. These patterns reflect both universal acquisition con-
straints and language-specific transfer effects. 

Cross-linguistic influence from Indonesian modal systems creates systematic bias toward 
deontic over epistemic modal usage, overreliance on categorical expressions, and avoidance of 
hedging strategies crucial for native-like English communication. These influence patterns per-
sist across proficiency levels, suggesting that explicit contrastive instruction may be necessary 
to facilitate target-like development. 

The pedagogical implications emphasize the need for frequency-based, semantically-fo-
cused instruction that addresses Indonesian learners' specific acquisition challenges. Corpus-
driven discovery learning, explicit pragmatic instruction, and systematic attention to complex 
modal constructions emerge as priority areas for curriculum development and teacher training. 

The corpus linguistic methodology demonstrates significant advantages for investigating 
grammatical acquisition processes, providing quantitative precision and comprehensive cover-
age that complement traditional research methods. The specialized learner corpus compiled 
for this study contributes valuable resources for ongoing research on Indonesian EFL acqui-
sition patterns. 

Future research should examine individual developmental trajectories through longitudi-
nal corpus studies, investigate modal usage in naturalistic communication contexts, and explore 
technology-enhanced applications of corpus-based findings for personalized modal instruc-
tion. The framework developed in this study provides a foundation for such investigations 
while contributing to broader understanding of L2 grammatical acquisition processes. 

The ultimate goal of modal instruction remains communicative effectiveness rather than 
perfect accuracy. However, the systematic patterns of difficulty identified through corpus anal-
ysis enable more efficient and targeted instruction that addresses learner-specific challenges 
while building on areas of successful acquisition. This research provides evidence-based guid-
ance for achieving these goals in Indonesian EFL contexts. 
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