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A major difficulty for students of English as a Second Language 

is influence from the first language, known as L1 influence or 

L1 transfer. This paper explores L1 transfer issues arising from 

differences between the forms, meanings, and uses of English 

and Thai modal verbs, and the implications of these differences 

for teaching English verb modality in Thai university classes. 

Thai students are normally confused by the English verb forms 

and inflections. They also tend to be confused by the English 

verbs’ multiple meanings and are uncertain how to use the 

verbs in context due to their novelty and abstractness. The Thai 

example suggests that English teachers should take the 

students’ first language into consideration and that they should 

employ a combination of pedagogical approaches. 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

English grammar can cause difficulties for speakers of other 

languages, owing to a variety of factors. One of the major 

sources of difficulties is the first language, through a process 

that can be called L1 influence or L1 transfer. One of the most 

problematic English constructions for Thai learners of English 

is modality. On the surface, it might seem that this construction 

is not difficult to acquire, since its form is not complex. 

However, once we take a closer look at its complexity, 
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considering the differences between the target language and the 

first language of learners, we may see that this also causes some 

problems for L2 learners. Moreover, other notable obstacles in 

learning modality lie in its meaning and use. Since the meaning 

of modality is various and each modal verb functions 

differently, this is rather confusing to speakers of other 

languages who try to learn English modality, including Thai 

learners. 

 As a consequence, the purpose of this essay is to try to 

investigate and compare the differences and similarities of both 

English and Thai constructions of modality in order to identify 

some potential sources of difficulty in acquiring the knowledge 

of modality by Thai learners of English and to propose some 

approaches for teaching this construction that can be used with 

Thai students. 

 

COMPARISONS BETWEEN ENGLISH AND THAI 

MODALITY IN TERMS OF FORM, MEANING, AND USE 

A.  The Form of Modality in English 

The basic form of English modality is  

Subject + Modal + Base form of auxiliary/ main verb  

Eg. He must go 

 

According to the criteria proposed by Palmer (1990), modals 

can be distinguished from other verbs in English with these 

special characteristics: 

(1.) No –s form of the third person singular   

Modals do not take subject-verb agreement markers in the 

present tense. So there is no *he cans swim  

(2.) No non-finite forms  

Modal verbs do not change their form to be infinitives or past or 

present participles.  
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(3.) No co-occurrence 

Modals do not appear together in the same sentence, so there is 

no *it may will rain. 

 

Another characteristic of modal verbs is that they occur as the 

first element of the verb phrase. Besides, modals do not take 

direct objects, so it is ungrammatical to say *He must it (Hoye, 

1997). Moreover, they cannot function as a predicate without 

the main verb in a sentence. Thus, they are followed by an 

auxiliary or a verb but in the bare infinitive form. For example, 

 

 He can swim, not *He can swims 

 

As for negation, modals are followed by the negative particle 

„not‟ (Close, 1981) without having „do‟ as „do not‟ or „does not‟ 

to help as in other verbs. For example,  

 

 I may not go, not *I don‟t may go 

 

As well as being used for making questions, modals precede 

the subject in yes or no questions. They function as the operator 

and are inverted with the subject without requiring support from 

„do‟ or „does‟ (Hoye, 1997, p. 74). For instance,  

 

 May I go?, not *Do I may do? 

 

B. The Form of Modality in Thai 

The grammatical structure of Thai is different from English 

because Thai is an uninflected language (Swan & Smith, 2001, 

p. 349). Thai nouns and verbs have no inflected forms: they do 

not change their forms for person, gender, case or number. 

Therefore, plurals of nouns and verb tenses are unmarked and 

additional words are used instead to indicate the number or the 
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time-reference. However, there are some areas of similarity 

between Thai and English. One of those is the word order of a 

sentence. The major sentence structure in Thai is quite similar 

to that of English, that is, [Topic/Subject] + Verb + Object. 

 As for the construction of modality in Thai, there are also 

modal verbs in Thai that are considered to be auxiliary verbs 

which “supply additional information for the main verb” 

(Iwasaki & Inkaphirom, 2005). Modal verbs in Thai include 

„thong‟ (must), „khuan‟ (should), „naa‟ (should), „khong‟ (may), 

„aat‟ (may) (Iwasaki & Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 133). The basic 

form of Thai modality is as follows: 

 

 [Subject] + Modal + Verb 

 Eg.  เขา  ตอ้ง  ไป 

  khao thong pai 

  He must go 

 

One can see that the Thai modal verb always precedes the main 

verb. They are an example of what Iwasaki and Inkaphirom 

(2005, p. 14) call “pre-verbal auxiliaries.” 

As for negation in Thai, the negative word „mai‟ is put in 

front of the verb. However, this grammar rule is not consistent 

with modality since some modal verbs follow the word „mai‟ 

but some of them precede „mai.‟ In addition, there is no 

inversion in making questions. A question particle „mai‟ (high 

tone) or „rue‟ is added at the end of a statement to make a yes or 

no question (Iwasaki and Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 279). 

 

C.  The Meaning of Modality in English 

The meaning of English modality is different from other 

English constructions since there is no simple and clear 

definition and the meaning differs depending on a speaker‟s 
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attitude and opinion in a different context. In spite of the 

various meanings, English verbal modality can be generally 

divided into two different kinds of modality, namely, deontic 

modality and epistemic modality. 

 Deontic modality relates to social interaction. Its meaning 

refer to humans‟ or other agents‟ control about directive attitude 

of the speaker toward an action to be carried out as an expected 

behavior from some authority or rule. This consists of the 

notions of obligation and permission (Radden & Dirven, 2007). 

 

 (1.) „must‟ as deontic modality indicates strong obligation 

or necessity that is usually irresistible. It can also mean 

prohibition when used in negation. Its semi-modal counterpart 

is „have to,‟ which is used in the past tense as „had to‟ for 

„must‟ and refers to the future as „will have to‟ (Close, 1981, p. 

122). 

 

 (2.) „can‟ and „could‟ express the meaning of possibility, 

ability and permission, request or offer; „could‟ is the past form 

of „can‟ and can function as politeness marker as well. The 

semi-modal counterpart is „able to.‟ 

 

 (3.) „will‟ and „would‟ express futurity and can function as 

modal future indicating the speaker‟s judgment (Hoye, 1997, p. 

113). These terms have the meaning of willingness and are also 

used as request and offer. 

 

 (4.) „should‟ is used interchangeably to express a sense of 

obligation that is weaker than „must.‟ It tends to carry the sense 

of recommendation and advice. 

 

 (5.) „may‟ and „might‟ are used to express permission in 

deontic modality. 
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Epistemic modality relates to the potentiality or the logical 

probability of a state of affairs. It is concerned with knowledge 

and inferences drawn from facts that the speaker perceived. 

This is comprised of the notions of necessity and possibility 

(Radden & Dirven, 2007, p. 234, 238). 

 

 (1.) „must‟ as epistemic modality represents a high degree 

of certainty of the speaker. It is used to express the strongest 

possible judgment based on available evidence (Hoye, 1997, p. 

105). 

 

 (2.) „can‟ and „could‟- „can‟ in epistemic modality is 

generally used for negation as opposed to „must‟, while „could‟ 

is used to convey a low degree of probability. 

 

 (3.) „will‟ and „would‟ are concerned with prediction that 

the speaker is certain about the event. 

 

(4.) „should‟ expresses the degree of certainty of the 

speaker as “the speaker‟s tentative inference” (Hoye, 1997, p. 

109); the degree of certainty is lower than „must‟ but higher 

than „may‟, „might,‟ and „could.‟ 

 

 (5.) „may‟ and „might‟ convey the meaning of possibility 

or uncertainty; „might‟ has a slightly lower degree of certainty 

than „may.‟ 

 

D.  The Meaning of Modality in Thai 

 The Thai modal system is also divided into „deontic‟ and 

„epistemic.‟ As Iwasaki and Inkaphirom (2005) describe, 

“deontic modality concerns the speaker‟s intention to influence 

other‟s action.” This refers to obligation and permission 

expressed by English modal verbs such as „must‟ and „may,‟ 
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respectively. The general meaning of each Thai verb‟s 

functioning as modal is quite similar to the equivalent English 

modal verb. 

 

(1.) „thong‟ (must) expresses strong obligation, for 

example,  

 คุณ ตอ้ง ไป 

 khun thong pai 

 you must go 

 

(2.) „khuan‟ (should) and „naa‟ (should) have the same 

meaning, which is to express weaker obligation or advice. 

 

However, permission is not expressed by any of the modal 

verbs in Thai, but is expressed instead by the potential 

construction (Iwasaki and Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 133); so one 

can say that Thai modality does not convey the meaning of 

permission as in English.  

 Another type of modality is epistemic, which concerns the 

nature proposition. This type of modality in Thai also represents 

the degree of certainty, or what Iwasaki and Inkaphirom (2005, 

p. 133) report as “the degree of speaker confidence towards the 

information.” There are five Thai modal verbs that convey the 

epistemic meaning, ranging from a high degree of certainty to 

medium and low. 

 (1.) „thong‟ (must) as the epistemic modal shows the 

highest degree of certainty, or the speaker‟s high confidence 

 (2.) „khuan‟ and „naa‟ (should) express a medium degree 

of certainty, as equivalent to the English modal „should‟  

 (3.) „khong‟ and „aat‟ (may) function only as epistemic 

modals which mark the low degree of certainty in a sentence. 
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E.  The Use of Modality in English 

What is hard to understand about English modality is its usage. 

Both deontic and epistemic modality are somehow „subjective‟ 

(Palmer, 1990, p. 7), in that they relate to the attitude and 

inference of the speaker.  

 Although modality does not take non-finite form, some 

modals are already in the past tense forms, that is „could‟ is the 

past tense form of „can‟, „would‟ for „will,‟ and „might‟ for 

„may.‟ These past tense forms do not serve only as past time 

equivalents of their present tense counterparts. They, however, 

have special time reference because they can be used to refer to 

the present and the future (Hoye, 1997, p. 75, 84); for instance, 

„You could leave now‟ or „I might go tomorrow.‟ These are 

used to indicate politeness and formality in a speech act, 

implying less social force of the speaker by using past tense 

forms as a softener. 

 

F.  The Use of Modality in Thai 

Thai modality does not have the modal verbs like can, could, 

will, would. These are expressed by other constructions in the 

Thai language. Another notable feature of Thai modality is 

there are no past tense forms of modals, so the context or 

additional words are used to clarify the time reference. 

 There is a slight difference between „khuan‟ and „naa‟ 

when functioning as epistemic modals, in that „naa‟ is more 

subjective. It expresses the speaker‟s hope or expectation about 

the event. Additionally, the modal „aat‟ somehow expresses a 

little lower degree of certainty than „khong,‟ but the two can be 

used interchangeably (Iwasaki and Inkaphirom, 2005, p. 139, 

142). Nevertheless, there are not many Thai modals that are 

used to express degree of certainty as is done in English. 
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SOURCES OF DIFFICULTY IN ACQUIRING MODALITY BY THAI 

LEARNERS 

One of the sources of difficulty that affects the ability of 

learners in acquiring their second language is their primary 

language (DeKeyser, 2005, p. 2). We can see both differences 

and similarities in the construction of modality in the two 

languages. These will make it difficult for L2 learners to fully 

understand modality in a different language, since they have a 

specific notion about languages. The following is a list of some 

potential difficulties proposed in this article.  

 

A. Difficulty Associated with Form 

As can be seen from the comparisons above, the structure and 

word order of modality of the two languages are very similar 

and not too complex. However, it is not only the differences 

between L1 and L2 or the complexity of the form that cause 

problems for L2 learners, as even the similarities between the 

two languages can sometimes cause difficulties for learners. 

 

 Confusion of verb form 

It could be the case that most Thai learners‟ errors are 
frequently caused by the confusion of English verb 
forms, because the students acquiring modal verbs are 
L2 learners who have usually studied the lesson about 
verb forms and inflection in the English system. This 
may result in a tendency for many of them to make it 
harder and more complicated, such as not using the base 
form and instead adding „to‟ after modal verbs in front 
of the main verb, for example, „*he must to go.‟ 

 

 Use of inflection 

It is generally believed that Thai learners are usually 
confused by the use of inflection, and this seems to 
affect the use of modality because they may think 
modals are a kind of verb that should follow the same 
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grammatical rule without realizing that English modals 
have distinctive characteristics. Therefore, Thai learners 
of English may possibly make mistakes like adding „s‟ 
after the main verb when the subject is third person-
singular, such as „* he must goes,‟ or changing the verb 
form into past tense when a sentence is in the past 
context, e.g. „*he must went.‟ 

 

B. Difficulty Associated with Meaning and Use 

One of the difficult tasks for L2 learners is to distinguish among 

the several differences of meaning of the various modal verbs 

and how to use them in different contexts. This problem has 

multiple aspects: 

 

 Novelty and Abstractness 

According to DeKeyser (2005, p. 5), the meaning can 

cause difficulty because of novelty and abstractness. In 

the Thai language, there are not many modal verbs used 

with different meanings or different tenses, unlike in 

English. Take „can‟ for example: there are several 

meanings in this English modal verb, namely, ability, 

possibility, permission, request, and offer, and each of 

these can be used in different situations. Besides, the 

word can also be used to refer to different time 

references by using its past tense form „could.‟ These 

overlapping meanings and the subtle system of English 

modal verbs are something new to Thai learners, and 

they require some time to practice and understand. 

 

 Basic meaning and extended meaning 

Some English modal verbs have both basic meaning and 

extended meaning, which can be called central and 

peripheral meaning (Palmer, 1990, p. 2). Another feature 

of English modality is the different degrees of certainty, 
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and Thai does not have as many of these as English. In 

other words, there is no one-to-one correspondence 

between modal meanings in the two languages. 

Therefore, it appears to be hard for Thai learners to 

distinguish among and understand these different 

functions.  

 

 Different levels of formality 

English modals also function as politeness and formality 

markers. Some of the English modal verbs with the 

same meanings have different levels of formality, while 

in the Thai language there is no degree of formality used 

in modality. This is as is suggested by Palmer (1990, p. 

3), who says, “while their [English modals] counterparts 

in the romance languages are, in varying degrees, 

difficult to define formality, even though they have 

meanings very similar to those of English.” Thus, it 

tends to be difficult for Thai learners to adopt the 

concept of formality used in English modality. 

 

 The problem of form-meaning mapping. 

Overall, most of the sources of difficulty mentioned 

above are the problem of form-meaning mapping that is 

difficult for L2 students, because the link between form 

and meaning is not transparent (DeKeyser, 2005, p. 7). 

The difficulty of using modal verbs seems to be a 

problem for L2 learners, because this requires high 

awareness of modals‟ differences and their social use. 

On the one hand, this might be because of the 

complexity of the grammar itself. On the other hand, this 

could be explained by the teaching approaches used by 

teachers. 
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PEDAGOGIC APPROACH TO THE TEACHING OF MODALITY FOR 

THAI LEARNERS 

Building on the comparison and the sources of difficulty found 

in the two languages, this paper proposes some potential 

pedagogical approaches that can be beneficial for teachers in 

language classes.  

 

A. Comprehensible Input 

A teacher should bear in mind that who the students are 

determines how one should teach grammar. The method of 

input processing used in teaching should be the comprehensible 

input of the target language at the right level of students‟ 

proficiency. To illustrate, for beginning or intermediate 

learners, easy or common modal verbs should be taught by 

focusing on the basic rule, meaning, and usage individually to 

help beginners understand the concept of using modality. For 

more advanced learners, harder or more complicated modal 

verbs used in different contexts should be introduced. This can 

be achieved by grouping and pairing together modal verbs that 

have similar meaning and emphasizing the differences in terms 

of meaning and usage to help them have a better idea about the 

subtlety of modality in different situations. 

 

B. Input Processing 

Focusing on form can be very significant as the beginning step 

to students‟ understanding. The approach of focusing on form 

relates to more than just grammatical or linguistic features, yet 

this requires the combination of grammar instruction and the 

method of input processing. In other words, the teaching 

approach should employ the combination of explicit and 

implicit methods. As Doughty and Williams (1998, p. 3) 

suggest, “the proposed advantage of focus on form over the 

traditional forms-in-isolation type of grammar teaching is the 
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cognitive processing support provided by the „overriding focus . 

. . on meaning or communication.‟” 

 

 Input Enhancement 

Input enhancement can be used in written instructional 

texts (Larsen-Freeman, 2009). Teachers could point out 

bold or underlined words so the students can notice 

some modal verbs used in sentences or the bare form of 

the verbs that follow modals. 

 

Eg.  He may go 

  or  

  *He may went  

 

 Input Flood 

Another way is input flood, which is a way to call 

students‟ attention to form by providing learners 

comprehensible input of the target language. However, 

only repeating sentences containing modal verbs may 

not be very effective. Teachers can use conversations or 

stories from either books or movies that use a lot of 

modality so that learners can recognize the use of 

modality through these inputs and get familiar with this 

construction from actual usage. 

 

C. Drills and Exercises 

One of the best ways to make sure that learners understand what 

has been taught is through drills and exercises. Teachers should 

organize both written exercises and spoken exercises to see 

whether students can write correctly and use the grammar point 

properly. After that, teachers may confirm students‟ 

understanding of modality by using corrective feedback, which 

helps students produce their own language according to their 
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understanding and helps them spot their own mistakes and 

correct them by themselves. Alternatively, teachers could point 

out their incorrect uses and correct those mistakes.  

 As Larsen-Freeman (2009) suggest, “learners require the 

„negative evidence‟ that they get from instruction (eg. 

corrective feedback) to help them sort out L1/L2 differences.” 

 

D. Cognitive Approach 

As it is not easy for teachers to provide the exact meaning of 

each modal verb as it is used in different situations, the 

cognitive approach can be useful to facilitate students‟ 

understanding of modality. Traditional instruction does not 

seem to be effective any more. Telling students about the 

various meaning of modality may confuse and bore them. As 

proposed by Tyler (2008), the diagram, using pictures and 

arrows to demonstrate the meanings of modal verbs, can be 

beneficial as a tool or guidance for students‟ understanding. 

Explaining through a story can also be effective to enhance 

students‟ awareness of modality‟s meaning. Moreover, the 

degree of certainty of each modal verb can be explained by 

using percentages. To illustrate, „must‟ is 100% certainty of the 

speaker, while „may‟ is 20%. Students will have a clearer and 

better idea about the degree of certainty as these are measured 

by number. 

 

E.  Output Production 

One of the traditional approaches to achieving students‟ 

procedural knowledge is through practices focusing more on 

usage. This teaching method employs output production. Once 

learners have learned the form, meaning, and use of modality, 

one of the first exercises that they should practice is to fill in the 

blank or choose which modal should be used to make a correct 

and proper sentence. A teacher can see students‟ degree of 
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ability to use the appropriate modal verbs according to the 

context. Apart from such written exercises, a teacher may also 

create some interactive activities in order to provide more 

opportunity for students to actually use what they have learned. 

Having students create their own story or conversation using 

modal verbs and practice in class is the best way to see their 

output and put them in a situation that encourages them to use 

modality in their language. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The different pedagogical approaches for teaching English 

grammar depend not only on the complexities of each 

grammatical point but also on the differences of the learners‟ 

background knowledge, the nature of the teaching style, and the 

educational system in that particular context. In order to 

enhance students‟ understanding and ability to use a certain 

point of grammar in a second language, it is suggested that a 

teacher should take the students‟ first language into 

consideration as one of their background sources of knowledge. 

Nonetheless, English grammar cannot be taught by focusing on 

one particular method, but requires the suitable combination of 

various approaches, such as the ones outlined above.  
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