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This study investigates patterns of modality usage by Hungarian medical students in English for Medical
Purposes (EMP) using data from the UPMS Learner Corpus. The research examines how B2-level
learners employ modal devices in written EMP texts and to what extent their usage corresponds to
native-speaker medical writing. The study contributes to learner corpus research (Granger, 2008) by
exploring interlanguage development in a specialized professional domain and analysing how learners
express stance, politeness, necessity, and uncertainty in medical communication.

The analysis is based on the UPMS Learner Corpus, comprising 94,769 words and 379 texts written
by Hungarian medical students preparing for B2-level EMP examinations. The corpus consists of two
subcorpora: Official Letters (emails and formal letters) and Summaries (summaries of disease
descriptions). Adopting a corpus-driven approach, the study uses Sketch Engine tools, including
frequency lists, concordances, n-grams, and word sketches. Modal auxiliaries, semi-modals, and lexical
modal devices were analysed both quantitatively and qualitatively, drawing on established approaches
to English modality (Palmer, 1993; Collins, 2009; Leech, 2013; Collins, 2023). The findings were
compared with two reference corpora—the Medical Web Corpus and the Life Sciences subcorpus of the
British Academic Written English (BAWE) corpus—to identify similarities and divergences between
learner and native-speaker usage.

The results indicate that learners rely heavily on modal auxiliaries, similarly to the patterns observed
in the reference corpora. The most frequent modal devices in the UPMS Learner Corpus—can, would,
and may—also rank among the most common forms in native-speaker medical writing. However, genre-
specific variation was identified: can and may dominate medical summaries to express possibility,
whereas would and could occur more frequently in official letters, primarily to formulate polite requests.
Learners frequently employ fixed discourse patterns such as I would be grateful if you could.... Semi-
modals such as have to and need to are preferred over must to express necessity, reflecting a tendency
toward less authoritative and more pragmatic forms of expression. Although learners generally
demonstrate functional control of modality, occasional syntactic and semantic inaccuracies occur,
particularly in passive constructions and in the use of lexical verbs such as suggest, supporting earlier
findings on EFL medical students’ writing difficulties (Ehsanzadeh & Dehnad, 2024).

Overall, the findings suggest that B2-level EMP learners demonstrate functional control of modality
but rely heavily on modal auxiliaries and prefabricated patterns, highlighting the need for a pedagogical
focus on a wider range of lexical modal devices and hedging strategies to support progression toward
more nuanced, Cl-level medical discourse. While comprehensive within its specific context, the
relatively small size of the UPMS Learner Corpus (approximately 95,000 words) compared to the
reference corpora (e.g., Medical Web Corpus with 33 million words) may limit the generalizability of
some frequency-based findings to broader EMP learner populations.
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