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Abstract: The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR/CV, 2020) identifies
a common metalanguage that encompasses the main aspects related to language teaching, learning, and
assessment (North, 2021). Thus, it promotes reflection on learners’ needs, sets objectives and levels,
and identifies ways to follow up and check their progress. These aims are encapsulated in the so-called
can-do descriptors, which may be perceived as too global to provide a linguistic description of the
performance of English learners in the different competences (Hawkins & Filipovi¢, 2012). Specifically,
the need to complement pragmatic descriptors with detailed information may help learners understand
what is expected from them at each CEFR level. In the case of flexibility, learners should show cognitive
flexibility by adapting their messages to different audiences, all showcasing language's ability to change
for context and creativity. Considering all these aspects, the main objective of this analysis is to identify
the variation in the use of modal verbs at B1, B2, and C1 proficiency levels to mitigate opinion regarding
one descriptor of the pragmatic competence; that is, flexibility. Specifically, it states: “Can modify their
expression to express degrees of commitment or hesitation, confidence or uncertainty”. In this study,
the way learners modify their expressions to communicate degrees of certainty is analysed in depth. The
corpus used in this analysis was the FineDesc corpus (https://www.finedesc.com), specifically the
subcorpus of opinion essays produced by Spanish learners of English with B1, B2, and C1 levels. Thus,
the modal verbs in the corpus were identified and analysed. In the results, the modal verbs were
classified considering their use, that infer flexibility in discourse. Some examples were provided, and
the devices used to infer flexibility by learners with B2 and C1 English levels were contrasted. The
results not only show the different flexibility strategies to be taught at B1, B2, and C1 levels of language
proficiency, but also those to be acquired by English learners. This study focuses on a concern that is
key to writing, the acquisition of modality. Preliminary results indicate a significant shift in modal
repertoire. While B1 learners rely on a limited set of primary modals (e.g., can, must), B2 and C1
learners demonstrate a sophisticated use of epistemic modality to express degrees of confidence. The
findings contrast the specific modal verbs used by upper-intermediate and advanced learners,
highlighting a move from simple assertion to refined stance-taking. Finally, the study discusses
pedagogical implications for teaching modality and considers the role of L1 interference (Spanish) in
the acquisition of these pragmatic markers. By bridging the gap between CEFR descriptors and corpus
evidence, this research offers concrete linguistic targets for English language instruction and assessment.
Finally, the findings could be helpful to specifically identify some of the pragmatic devices to be
implemented in the CEFR and foreign language teaching. Additionally, some causes that may interfere
with the use of flexibility devices were discussed, such as the influence of the mother tongue, that is,
Spanish.
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