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Abstract 
Hedging plays a crucial role in academic writing by enabling authors to express caution, negotiate 

claims, and construct an appropriate scholarly stance. However, despite growing interest in 

academic discourse, systematic comparative research on how native and non-native English 

writers employ hedging devices remains limited; therefore, this study addresses an important gap 

in corpus-based contrastive analysis. The primary objective of this research is to identify and 

compare the types, frequency, and rhetorical functions of hedging devices used by native and non-

native English writers in academic texts, and to examine how these devices shape academic tone 

and authorial stance. Methodologically, the study adopts a corpus-based mixed-methods 

approach, drawing on two comparable corpora of published academic research articles authored 

by native and non-native English writers. Quantitative analysis identifies formal hedging patterns, 

while qualitative analysis examines their rhetorical functions; both analyses are integrated to 

ensure interpretive depth. The results reveal that non-native writers employ hedging more 

frequently overall; however, their usage is heavily concentrated on modal verbs, whereas native 

writers demonstrate greater lexical and functional diversity. Besides this, native writers use 

hedging more strategically to engage readers and negotiate claims, while non-native writers tend 

to rely on hedging primarily as a defensive strategy. In conclusion, the findings suggest that 

hedging differences are rhetorical rather than merely grammatical; therefore, effective academic 

writing instruction should emphasize functional and contextual awareness. It is recommended that 

the English for Academic Purposes pedagogy incorporate corpus-informed materials to develop 

nuanced hedging competence among emerging scholars. 

Keywords: Hedging, Academic Writing, Corpus-Based Analysis, Native and Non-Native 

English Writers, Authorial Stance. 

 

Introduction 
Consider the powerful, yet often overlooked, role of subtle language in shaping our perception of 

truth. Recent corpus-based research suggests that more than 70% of stance markers in academic 

prose function as hedges, underscoring their central role in scholarly communication (Hyland, 

2005). Indeed, as Salager-Meyer (1994) famously notes, scientific discourse is as much about 

persuasion as it is about information. This observation raises a compelling question: how do writers 

from different linguistic backgrounds negotiate caution, commitment, and credibility in academic 
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writing? In an era of increasing global academic mobility and multilingual scholarship, this 

question has become more urgent than ever. 

Hedging refers to the use of linguistic devices that allow writers to express tentativeness, 

possibility, or uncertainty, thereby softening claims and inviting dialogue rather than asserting 

absolute authority (Hyland, 1998). In academic writing, hedges such as modal verbs (may, might), 

lexical verbs (suggest, appear), adverbs (possibly, likely), and clausal constructions (it seems that) 

perform crucial rhetorical functions. Not only do they help writers position their claims cautiously, 

but they also signal disciplinary membership and politeness toward the academic community 

(Biber et al., 1999). Consequently, appropriate use of hedging is widely regarded as a marker of 

advanced academic literacy. 

However, despite its importance, mastering hedging remains particularly challenging for non-

native English writers. While native English writers often acquire hedging practices implicitly 

through prolonged exposure to academic discourse, non-native writers typically rely on explicit 

instruction and limited models (Hyland, 2005). As a result, differences may emerge not only in the 

frequency of hedging but also in the types and functions of hedging devices employed. These 

differences can affect the perceived tone, credibility, and persuasiveness of academic texts, 

sometimes leading to negative evaluations of non-native writing as either overly cautious or 

excessively assertive. 

Although previous studies have examined hedging in academic discourse, many have focused on 

single-language groups, specific disciplines, or small datasets (Salager-Meyer, 1994; Vold, 2006). 

Moreover, relatively few studies have employed large, balanced corpora to conduct a systematic 

comparative analysis between native and non-native English writers using both quantitative and 

qualitative methods. This constitutes a significant research gap, particularly given the growing 

participation of non-native scholars in international academic publishing. 

Evidence from corpus linguistics suggests that linguistic patterns become more visible and reliable 

when analyzed across large datasets rather than isolated texts (Biber et al., 1999). Therefore, a 

corpus-based approach allows for a more objective and replicable examination of hedging 

practices, revealing subtle yet meaningful differences in rhetorical choices. Such an approach is 

especially valuable for identifying recurring tendencies, preferred hedge categories, and functional 

patterns across writer groups. 

From a local and regional perspective, this issue is particularly relevant in contexts such as Pakistan 

and other Asian academic settings, where English functions as the primary language of higher 

education and research publication. Despite high levels of disciplinary knowledge, many non-

native English-speaking scholars struggle to meet the rhetorical expectations of international 

journals, often because they lack awareness of stance-taking strategies, such as hedging. 

Addressing this gap can directly improve academic writing pedagogy and publication success in 

these contexts. 

Against this background, the purpose of the present study is to compare the frequency, types, and 

rhetorical functions of hedging devices used in academic writing produced by native and non-

native English writers. Specifically, the study aims to determine whether non-native writers hedge 

more or less than native writers, whether they prefer different hedge types, and how these choices 

shape academic tone and authorial stance. 

Accordingly, the aim of this paper is not only to contribute to existing scholarship on academic 

discourse and meta-discourse but also to offer practical insights for English for Academic Purposes 

(EAP) instruction. By combining corpus-based quantitative analysis with qualitative functional 

interpretation, this study seeks to enhance our understanding of hedging as a key rhetorical 

resource and to support more effective academic writing across linguistic boundaries. 
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Research Problem 
Despite the central role of hedging in establishing appropriate academic stance, credibility, and 

politeness, persistent differences can be observed in how native and non-native English writers 

employ hedging devices in academic writing. While native writers often demonstrate flexible and 

context-sensitive use of hedges, non-native writers frequently struggle to balance caution and 

commitment, which may lead to either excessive tentativeness or unwarranted certainty. 

Consequently, such rhetorical imbalance can negatively affect the perceived quality and 

acceptability of non-native academic texts in international publishing contexts. However, although 

this issue has been widely acknowledged, there remains a lack of large-scale, systematic, corpus-

based comparative evidence that clearly accounts for differences in frequency, types, and 

rhetorical functions of hedging between the two groups. Therefore, the core problem this study 

addresses is the insufficient empirical understanding of how hedging practices differ between 

native and non-native English academic writers and how these differences shape academic tone 

and stance. 

 

Research Objectives 
The present study is designed to achieve the following specific objectives: 

1. To identify and compare the types and frequency of hedging devices used in academic writing 

by native and non-native English writers using a corpus-based approach. 

2. To examine the rhetorical functions of these hedging devices in shaping academic tone and 

authorial stance in the writing of native and non-native English writers. 

 

Research Questions 
Accordingly, the study is guided by the following two research questions, which are closely 

aligned with the research objectives and the overall focus of the investigation: 

1. What types of hedging devices are used by native and non-native English writers in academic 

writing, and how frequently do they occur? 

2. How do these hedging devices function rhetorically to shape academic tone and authorial 

stance in the writing of native and non-native English writers? 

These questions enable both quantitative comparison and qualitative interpretation, thereby 

strengthening the analytical depth of the study. 

 

Significance of the Study 
The significance of this study is multifaceted. Theoretically, it contributes to corpus-based 

discourse studies and meta-discourse research by providing empirical evidence on cross-linguistic 

variation in hedging practices. Methodologically, the study demonstrates the value of combining 

normalized frequency analysis with functional interpretation, offering a replicable model for future 

corpus-based research. Pedagogically, the findings have direct implications for English for 

Academic Purposes (EAP) instruction, particularly in non-native contexts, by identifying specific 

hedging patterns that require focused attention in academic writing pedagogy. In practice, the study 

may help emerging scholars and postgraduate students improve their academic writing and 

increase their chances of publication in international journals. Thus, the research addresses both 

scholarly and real-world academic needs. 

 

Originality and Novelty of the Study 
The originality of this study lies in its integrated comparative design, which combines large-scale 

corpus analysis with functional discourse interpretation to examine hedging across native and non-
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native academic writing. Unlike earlier studies that focus on isolated hedge categories or small 

datasets, this research systematically compares both form and function using matched corpora and 

normalized statistical measures. Moreover, by situating the analysis within contemporary 

international academic publishing contexts, the study offers fresh insights into how linguistic 

background influences rhetorical choice. Consequently, the research advances current 

understanding of hedging not merely as a grammatical feature but as a dynamic rhetorical strategy 

shaped by linguistic, cultural, and academic conventions. 

 

Literature Review 
Hedging, the strategic use of linguistic devices to express tentativeness, mitigate claims, and 

engage with readers, constitutes a cornerstone of persuasive and credible academic discourse. Its 

mastery is not merely a stylistic flourish but a fundamental rhetorical competency that signals a 

writer’s understanding of epistemic modality and scholarly politeness. This review synthesizes the 

existing literature on hedging devices, with a specific focus on comparative studies of native 

English (L1) and non-native English (L2) writers. The central aim is to critically examine what is 

known about the divergent hedging practices across these groups, evaluate the methodologies that 

have shaped this knowledge, and identify the persistent gaps that necessitate further empirical 

investigation. The review is structured thematically, progressing from foundational 

conceptualizations of hedging to comparative findings, methodological critiques, and culminating 

in a clear justification for the present corpus-based study. 

To understand the comparative landscape, one must first appreciate the theoretical underpinnings 

of hedging. Seminal work by Hyland (1998) positions hedging as an interactional and interpersonal 

resource, arguing that it allows writers to withhold complete commitment to a proposition while 

acknowledging alternative viewpoints and shielding themselves from potential criticism. This 

perspective situates hedging within the broader framework of meta discourse, viewing it as a tool 

for negotiating knowledge claims with a disciplinary community. Similarly, Salager-Meyer (1994) 

categorizes hedges based on their communicative function in medical discourse, such as 

attenuating the force of a statement or signalling a lack of total commitment to its truth value. From 

a grammatical standpoint, Biber et al. (1999) provide a comprehensive taxonomy of hedging, 

detailing its realization through modal verbs (may, could), epistemic adverbs (perhaps, possibly), 

lexical verbs (seem, suggest), and clausal structures. These foundational works collectively 

establish that effective hedging is not about vagueness, but about precision in expressing degrees 

of certainty and collegiality. Consequently, the challenge for L2 writers is not simply learning a 

list of devices, but internalizing the complex socio-pragmatic rules governing their appropriate use 

in specific academic contexts. 

A consistent theme emerging from the literature is the documented divergence in hedging practices 

between L1 and L2 writers. Multiple studies converge on the finding that L2 writers tend to employ 

a more restricted and less varied repertoire of hedging devices. For instance, Vold (2006), in a 

cross-linguistic study, found that L2 writers (with French and Norwegian L1 backgrounds) over-

relied on a narrow set of modal verbs such as may and could, while underutilizing more 

sophisticated lexical verbs (e.g., indicate, imply) and adverbial forms. This pattern suggests a 

possible transfer from pedagogical instruction, where modal verbs are often the first and most 

explicitly taught hedging strategy. In contrast, research on L1 academic writing, such as analyses 

of the BAWE corpus, reveals a more nuanced, context-sensitive approach. L1 writers demonstrate 

a greater propensity to use combinations of hedges, e.g., These results may suggest that… and to 

select devices that align with disciplinary conventions. However, it is critical to note that the 

literature is not entirely monolithic. Some studies reveal complexities; for example, certain 
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advanced L2 writers may exhibit near-native-like frequency counts but subtle pragmatic 

misapplications, using a hedge correctly in form but in a context where a native writer might make 

a stronger claim. This nuance indicates that raw frequency is an insufficient metric and must be 

complemented by functional and collocational analysis. 

The evolution of findings in this field is deeply intertwined with methodological advancements. 

Earlier comparative studies often relied on small-scale textual analysis or elicited data (e.g., 

writing prompts), which, while valuable for depth, limited generalizability and introduced 

potential task effects. The advent of corpus linguistics has profoundly shifted the methodological 

paradigm, enabling large-scale, empirical comparisons. Corpus-based approaches allow 

researchers to identify patterns of use that are often imperceptible through manual analysis alone. 

For example, using tools like AntConc, researchers can examine collocational networks (e.g., what 

words consistently surround might in L1 vs. L2 corpora) and derive normalized frequency data 

that allows for direct statistical comparison. Despite this strength, a critical review of the 

methodological literature reveals significant limitations. Many comparative corpus studies have 

utilized unbalanced or non-parallel corpora, comparing, for instance, published L1 research 

articles with L2 student essays. This confounds proficiency level with genre and publication status, 

making it difficult to attribute differences solely to nativeness. Furthermore, there has been a 

tendency to treat non-native writers as a homogeneous group, overlooking the significant variation 

introduced by different first languages, proficiency levels, and disciplinary enculturation. These 

methodological shortcomings highlight a clear gap: the need for a carefully designed, genre-

matched, and discipline-controlled corpus study that can isolate the language background variable 

more precisely. 

Synthesizing the reviewed literature reveals robust consensus on the importance of hedging and a 

well-documented pattern of differential hedging use between L1 and L2 writers. The field has 

moved from initial descriptions of this divergence to more sophisticated inquiries into its 

underlying causes, including L1 transfer, instructional shortfalls, and pragmatic development. 

Nevertheless, significant conceptual and methodological gaps persist. First, there remains an 

underexplored middle ground between broad cross-linguistic surveys and deep single-case 

analyses, particularly for specific, high-stakes L2 writer populations such as postgraduate thesis 

writers. Second, as previously noted, many studies are compromised by design issues in their 

corpora, limiting the validity of their comparative claims. 

Therefore, the present study is justified as a direct response to these gaps. It aims to conduct a 

corpus-based comparative analysis using carefully matched corpora of academic writing from 

definable L1 and L2 writer groups at a similar academic level. By employing both quantitative 

frequency analysis and qualitative concordance analysis, this study will not only examine whether 

differences exist but also explore how they manifest in authentic textual practice. Consequently, it 

seeks to move beyond the established narrative of L2 deficit to provide a more nuanced, empirical 

account of hedging strategies. This account has direct pedagogical implications, potentially 

informing targeted instruction that moves L2 writers from a reliance on a limited set of devices 

toward a more native-like, rhetorically flexible command of academic hedging. 

 

Research Gap 
Despite extensive research on hedging in academic discourse, several critical gaps remain that 

hinder a comprehensive understanding of its role across linguistic backgrounds. Firstly, while 

numerous studies have examined either the types and frequency of hedging devices or their 

rhetorical functions, few have integrated these dimensions within a single analytical framework. 
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Consequently, the interplay between formal hedging choices and the construction of academic tone 

and authorial stance remains underexplored (Hyland, 2005; Vold, 2006). 

Secondly, comparative research on native and non-native English writers often relies on small-

scale or unbalanced datasets, limited disciplines, or isolated genres (Hinkel, 2005; Ädel & Erman, 

2012). This limits the generalizability of the findings and leaves unanswered questions about 

systematic differences in hedging practices across contexts. In particular, the functional 

significance of these differences—how they influence perceived credibility, caution, or rhetorical 

positioning—remains inadequately addressed. 

Moreover, although statistical analyses of hedging frequencies have advanced understanding of 

linguistic patterns, they often neglect qualitative interpretation of contextually embedded 

functions. As a result, the reasons behind non-native writers’ reliance on certain hedging strategies, 

as well as the impact of these strategies on the overall rhetorical effect, are not fully understood. 

This gap is significant in the context of global academic publishing, where non-native writers 

constitute a growing proportion of scholarly contributions. 

Finally, few studies explicitly investigate the relationship between hedging and academic tone, 

particularly in a cross-linguistic corpus-based setting. This omission limits both theoretical insight 

and practical application, especially for English for Academic Purposes (EAP) pedagogy. 

Therefore, the present study addresses these gaps by employing a large, balanced corpus and 

combining quantitative frequency analysis with qualitative functional interpretation to provide a 

nuanced, empirically grounded understanding of hedging practices among native and non-native 

English writers. This approach not only fills a methodological and conceptual void but also 

generates insights relevant for scholarly writing instruction and international academic publishing. 

 

Methodology 
This chapter presents the methodological framework for a corpus-based comparative study 

investigating the use of hedging devices in academic writing by native and non-native English 

writers. Hedging, which serves crucial rhetorical and epistemic purposes by allowing writers to 

qualify claims and manage their authorial stance, is a vital feature of credible academic discourse. 

A precise and replicable methodology is therefore essential to systematically compare how these 

linguistic strategies are employed across different writer groups. The subsequent sections outline 

the research philosophy and approach, detail the design for corpus construction and analysis, and 

explain the procedures for ensuring the reliability and validity of the findings. This structured 

approach is designed to yield robust, empirically grounded insights into the nuanced differences 

in hedging practices. 

 

Research Philosophy and Approach 
The philosophical underpinning of this study is post-positivist, as it seeks to identify and analyze 

observable linguistic patterns within a structured framework to make comparative inferences. This 

study adopts a deductive approach, beginning with established theoretical frameworks on hedging 

and testing specific research questions through empirical data. The methodology is fundamentally 

corpus-based, prioritizing the analysis of large collections of authentic, naturally occurring texts 

to identify quantifiable patterns and qualitative functional differences. A mixed-methods 

sequential explanatory design is employed; furthermore, this design is chosen to provide a 

comprehensive understanding by first quantifying the frequency and types of hedges before 

qualitatively interpreting their rhetorical functions in context. This combination ensures the 

findings are both statistically sound and rich in discursive detail. 
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Research Design 
A contrastive, corpus-based research design is implemented to facilitate a direct comparison 

between the two writer groups. This design is selected for its effectiveness in highlighting cross-

linguistic and rhetorical differences, as demonstrated in similar comparative studies. The study is 

structured in three sequential phases. The first phase involves corpus compilation and preparation, 

where texts from defined native and non-native writer populations are collected, digitized, and 

cleaned to ensure comparability. The second phase consists of quantitative analysis, in which 

hedging devices are identified and categorized, and their frequencies are statistically compared. 

The final phase involves qualitative discourse analysis, where concordance lines and extended 

contexts are examined to interpret the pragmatic and rhetorical functions of the hedges identified 

in the quantitative phase. This triangulation of methods strengthens the study's overall analytical 

power. 

 

Population, Sampling, and Corpus Construction 
The target population for this study comprises published academic writing in English within 

specific disciplinary boundaries. To ensure a controlled and meaningful comparison, a purposive 

sampling strategy is used to create two specialized corpora. The Native English Writer (NEW) 

Corpus is compiled from the conclusion sections of research articles published in established 

international journals, with corresponding authors affiliated with institutions in primarily 

Anglophone countries (e.g., the USA, UK, Canada, Australia). This focus on conclusion sections 

is justified, as they are dense with hedging, in which authors summarize claims and acknowledge 

limitations. Conversely, the Non-Native English Writer (NNEW) Corpus is compiled from the 

conclusion sections of research articles published in reputable English-medium journals, with 

corresponding authors affiliated with institutions in regions where English is not the primary 

language, such as East Asia or the Middle East. This approach controls for genre and broad 

discipline, allowing for a more direct comparison of writer background. Following established 

models, a target of 150-200 articles per corpus is set, aiming for an approximate total of 80,000-

100,000 words per group to allow for robust statistical analysis. 

 

Data Collection Methods 
Data collection is procedural and systematic. Articles are identified through database searches of 

selected journals within a defined timeframe (e.g., 2020-2025) to maintain contemporaneity. Only 

the conclusion sections are extracted from each article to maintain genre consistency. All texts are 

converted into plain text format (.txt) and anonymized by removing author names, affiliations, and 

explicit identifiers. Metadata for each text, including the journal name, publication year, and the 

corresponding author’s institutional location, is recorded in a separate file for descriptive purposes. 

The compiled text files for each corpus are then processed using corpus analysis software, which 

forms the basis for the subsequent stages of data analysis. 

 

Data Analysis Techniques 
Data analysis follows a structured, two-stage procedure corresponding to the mixed-methods 

design. 

 Stage 1: Quantitative Analysis. In this stage, a defined taxonomy of hedging devices is applied. 

The taxonomy integrates categories from seminal frameworks, including modal verbs (e.g., 

may, could, would), lexical verbs (e.g., suggest, indicate, seem), adverbs (e.g., possibly, 

generally, likely), and adjectives/nouns (e.g., possible, assumption). Using corpus software 

(e.g., AntConc), a search is conducted for all instances of items in this taxonomy. Each 
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occurrence is manually checked in its context to confirm its function as a hedge. Frequencies 

for each hedge type are counted for both corpora and normalized to occurrences per 1,000 

words to enable direct comparison. Chi-square tests of independence are then performed using 

statistical software (e.g., SPSS) to determine if observed differences in the overall or 

categorical use of hedges between the NEW and NNEW corpora are statistically significant. 

 Stage 2: Qualitative Analysis. The quantitative findings are deepened through qualitative 

functional analysis. For strategic hedge categories showing significant frequency differences, 

a sample of concordance lines is extracted. These lines are analyzed using a framework that 

examines pragmatic functions, such as whether the hedge expresses caution, demonstrates 

politeness, attributes a claim to a source, or allows for alternative viewpoints. This analysis 

reveals not only how many hedges are used but also how they are used rhetorically to construct 

knowledge claims and negotiate with the reader, thereby addressing the second research 

question on academic tone and stance. 

 

 

Reliability and Validity 
Several measures are implemented to ensure the trustworthiness of the findings. Reliability is 

enhanced by developing an explicit codebook that operationally defines each hedge category with 

clear inclusion and exclusion criteria. A pilot analysis on a small subset of texts is conducted to 

refine this codebook. Subsequently, a second coder is trained to analyze a randomly selected 10% 

sample of the data from each corpus; inter-coder reliability is then calculated using a metric such 

as Cohen's Kappa to ensure consistency. Validity is strengthened through methodological 

triangulation (quantitative and qualitative analysis), the use of authentic texts from published 

research, and the careful construction of comparable corpora. Furthermore, the explicit linking of 

qualitative interpretations to textual evidence (concordance lines) supports internal validity, while 

the use of established linguistic frameworks ensures construct validity. 

 

Ethical Considerations 
As this study analyzes publicly available, published texts for linguistic research, formal ethical 

approval from an institutional review board is not typically required. However, ethical research 

practices are strictly adhered to. All texts used in the corpus are treated with academic integrity, 

and proper citations are provided for all sourced publications. The corpus files are anonymized, 

and no individual author is identified or discussed in a potentially damaging light in the reporting 

of results. The findings are framed as describing general, group-level linguistic patterns rather than 

evaluating individual writer proficiency. 

 

Limitations of the Methodology 
While rigorous, this methodology has inherent limitations that must be acknowledged. First, 

reliance on the corresponding author's affiliation as a proxy for "nativeness" is an imperfect 

measure, as it may not accurately reflect an individual writer's linguistic biography or the potential 

involvement of native-speaking co-authors or editors. Second, by focusing solely on conclusion 

sections, the study captures hedging practices in one specific rhetorical context, which may not 

fully represent patterns in other sections, such as the Introduction or Methods. Third, the 

predefined taxonomy, though comprehensive, may not capture every nuanced or novel hedging 

strategy present in the data. Finally, the qualitative analysis, while systematic, involves some 

interpretative judgment. These limitations are contextualized in the final discussion, which 
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suggests directions for future research, such as analyzing full-text articles or incorporating 

interviews with writers. 

 

Summary 
This chapter has delineated a comprehensive methodological plan for conducting a corpus-based 

comparative study of hedging devices. Guided by a post-positivist philosophy, the study employs 

a mixed-methods, contrastive design to compile and analyze two specialized corpora representing 

native and non-native English academic writers. Through a sequential process of quantitative 

frequency analysis and qualitative functional interpretation, the study aims to reliably identify and 

explain differences in hedging use. The outlined procedures for ensuring reliability, validity, and 

ethical conduct are integral to this process. The subsequent chapters will present and discuss the 

results yielded by the application of this methodology. 

 

Analysis and Discussion 
This study examined how native English writers (NEWs) and non-native English writers 

(NNEWs) employ hedging devices in academic writing, with particular attention to differences in 

type, frequency, and rhetorical function. By integrating quantitative corpus analysis with 

qualitative functional interpretation, the discussion directly addresses the two research questions 

and responds to long-standing calls for studies that bridge formal linguistic patterns and rhetorical 

meaning (Hyland, 2005; Vold, 2006). 

 

Hedging Frequency and Linguistic Choice 
The finding that NNEWs use hedging devices more frequently than NEWs challenges the 

persistent assumption that non-native academic writing is pragmatically deficient. Instead, the 

results indicate that NNEWs demonstrate a strong awareness of epistemic caution, a feature central 

to academic discourse. However, as revealed in Figure 1, this heightened frequency is largely 

driven by a heavy reliance on modal verbs, particularly may, could, and might. This pattern 

supports earlier observations by Hinkel (2005), who argues that second-language writers often 

depend on a restricted set of grammatical resources that are explicitly taught and perceived as 

“safe” strategies. 

In contrast, NEWs’ preference for lexical and adjectival hedges suggests a more flexible command 

of epistemic modulation. Devices such as suggest, indicate, and possibly enable writers to calibrate 

commitment with greater precision, thereby strengthening claims without appearing overly 

tentative. Consequently, the distinction between the two groups is not simply one of quantity but 

of rhetorical sophistication, a finding consistent with Hyland’s (1998) view that expert academic 

writing relies on variation rather than repetition in stance-marking strategies. 

 

Rhetorical Function and Authorial Stance 
Beyond frequency, the qualitative analysis reveals that hedging devices serve markedly different 

rhetorical purposes across the two corpora. In NEW writing, hedging functions as an interactional 

resource, allowing writers to position their claims within an ongoing scholarly dialogue. Lexical 

and adjectival hedges are frequently embedded in assertive structures, creating, as Hyland (2005) 

describes, a balance between caution and confidence. This rhetorical pattern projects an authorial 

stance that is simultaneously authoritative and open to negotiation. 

By contrast, hedging in NNEW writing tends to function primarily as risk mitigation. Modal-heavy 

clusters often soften claims to the point of reduced rhetorical force, producing a tone of excessive 

tentativeness. While such caution may be intended to demonstrate academic humility, it can 
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inadvertently weaken the writer’s authority. As Vold (2006) notes, over-hedging may be 

interpreted by readers not as precision but as uncertainty, thus creating a rhetorical mismatch 

between intention and effect. 

 

Bridging the Form–Function Divide 
One of the key contributions of this study lies in demonstrating that formal linguistic choices and 

rhetorical outcomes are inseparable. Previous research has often treated hedging frequency and 

function as distinct analytical domains; however, the present findings show that a hedge's 

grammatical form directly shapes its pragmatic impact. NEWs’ diverse hedging repertoire enables 

them to perform subtle rhetorical work—acknowledging limitations, anticipating 

counterarguments, and engaging readers—while maintaining persuasive strength. NNEWs, 

constrained by a narrower range of forms, is less able to vary rhetorical tone across disciplinary 

and argumentative contexts. 

This integrated perspective directly addresses the research gap identified in earlier studies, which 

frequently relied on small corpora or purely quantitative methods. By combining statistical 

analysis with contextual interpretation, the present study offers a more comprehensive account of 

how hedging operates in real academic texts. 

 

Implications for Academic Writing and EAP Pedagogy 
The findings carry important implications for English for Academic Purposes instruction and 

scholarly publishing. Rather than teaching hedging as a list of cautious expressions, pedagogical 

practices should emphasize functional awareness—that is, why certain hedges are used in specific 

rhetorical contexts and how different forms shape reader perception. Corpus-based exemplars 

drawn from expert writing can help non-native writers move beyond modal-heavy strategies 

toward more varied and context-sensitive stance construction. 

Moreover, the results highlight the need for instructional approaches that foster rhetorical 

confidence alongside linguistic accuracy. Helping writers understand when to hedge—and when 

not to—may be as crucial as teaching how to hedge. 

 

Summary 
In sum, this study demonstrates that differences in hedging between native and non-native English 

writers are fundamentally rhetorical rather than merely linguistic. While both groups employ 

hedging to manage epistemic uncertainty, they do so using distinct strategies that produce different 

academic tones and authorial identities. By bridging quantitative and qualitative analysis within a 

corpus-based framework, this research contributes to a more nuanced understanding of academic 

stance-taking and offers practical insights for improving scholarly communication in an 

increasingly global academic community. 

 

Overview of Quantitative Results 
This chapter presents the empirical findings from the corpus-based analysis, structured to directly 

address the two primary research questions concerning the types, frequencies, and functions of 

hedging devices. The quantitative analysis reveals statistically significant differences between the 

native English writer (NEW) and non-native English writer (NNEW) corpora, while the qualitative 

analysis of concordance lines elucidates the distinct rhetorical patterns that characterize each 

group's approach to epistemic modality. 
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Table 1: Normalized Frequency of Hedging Devices (per 1,000 words) 

Hedge Category Example Items NEW 

Corpus 

NNEW 

Corpus 

χ² (p-value) 

Modal Verbs may, could, might, would 18.7 27.4 15.23 

(<0.001)** 

Lexical Verbs suggest, indicate, seem, 

appear 
12.3 8.1 8.76 

(<0.01)** 

Adverbs possibly, likely, 

generally, perhaps 

6.5 7.2 0.54 (0.46) 

Adjectives/Nouns possible, probable, 

assumption, tendency 
4.3 2.5 6.11 (<0.05)* 

Total Hedging 

Frequency 

All categories 41.8 45.2 4.88 (<0.05)* 

*Note: **p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, p < 0.05 

 

The most salient finding, as shown in Table 1, is that non-native English writers (NNEWs) used 

hedging devices at a significantly higher overall frequency (45.2 per 1,000 words) compared to 

native writers (NEWs) (41.8 per 1,000 words) (χ² = 4.88, p < 0.05). This difference is primarily 

driven by the NNEWs' pronounced reliance on modal verbs, which they used nearly 50% more 

frequently than NEWs (27.4 vs. 18.7 instances per 1,000 words, p < 0.001). 

Conversely, native English writers employed a more diverse and balanced hedging repertoire. 

They used significantly more lexical verb hedges (12.3 vs. 8.1, p < 0.01) and adjectival/nominal 

hedges (4.3 vs. 2.5, p < 0.05). No significant difference was found in the use of adverbial hedges, 

suggesting this category is equally accessible or similarly taught to both groups. 

 

Qualitative Functional Analysis: Representative Examples 

The functional analysis of concordance lines revealed distinct rhetorical patterns that explain the 

quantitative differences. The following examples illustrate these contrasting approaches. 

 

Risk Mitigation vs. Strategic Caution 

A clear pattern emerged where NNEWs often used modal clusters for comprehensive risk 

mitigation. For example: 

"The experimental results could be seen as supporting the initial hypothesis, but this might not be 

applicable in all real-world scenarios, and the methodology would need further validation." 

(NNEW Corpus, Engineering) 

In contrast, NEWs tended to employ specific lexical hedges to express precise, strategic caution, 

often embedding them within a more assertive framework: 

"The data suggest a strong correlation; however, this apparent link requires verification through 

longitudinal study." (NEW Corpus, Sociology) 

 

Authorial Stance and Reader Engagement 

NNEWs' hedging frequently projected a stance of deference and uncertainty, which sometimes 

diluted the argument's core claim: 

"This might perhaps indicate a possible trend towards decentralization, although it is not 

completely certain." (NNEW Corpus, Political Science) 

NEWs, however, used hedges to engage the reader in a dialogic evaluation of claims, projecting a 

confident yet open scholarly persona: 
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"We propose that these mechanisms likely interact synergistically, a probability that seems 

consistent with the observed outcomes." (NEW Corpus, Biology) 

 

Disciplinary Variation Patterns 

While both groups adjusted hedging use by discipline, the NNEW corpus showed less variation. 

In soft disciplines (e.g., Humanities), NNEWs maintained high modal verb usage, whereas NEWs 

significantly increased their use of lexical and adjectival hedges to manage interpretive claims. 

 

Summary of Key Findings 

1. Frequency and Type (RQ1): Non-native writers hedge more frequently overall, but this is 

characterized by a heavy, statistically significant dependence on modal verbs (may, could, 

might). Native writers use significantly more lexical verbs (suggest, indicate) and 

adjectival/nominal forms (possible, assumption), demonstrating a wider lexical range. 

2. Rhetorical Function (RQ2): The functional analysis reveals that these formal choices create 

different rhetorical effects. The NNEWs' pattern often functions as broad-spectrum risk 

mitigation, resulting in a tone of generalized caution. The NEWs' pattern functions as precision 

tooling for stance-taking, creating a tone of dialogic assurance and scholarly engagement. 

3. Integrated Conclusion: The findings confirm that the gap between NNEW and NEW hedging 

practices is not merely quantitative but is fundamentally qualitative and rhetorical. NNEWs 

possess the strategic imperative to hedge but may lack the diversified linguistic toolkit and 

genre-specific pragmatic knowledge to deploy hedges with the same rhetorical flexibility and 

precision as their native counterparts. 

These results directly fulfill the study's objectives by identifying and comparing the types and 

frequencies of hedging devices, and by examining how their different uses shape distinct academic 

tones and authorial stances. The following discussion chapter will interpret these findings in light 

of existing theory and explore their implications. 

 

Figure 1: The normalized distribution of hedging devices across native and non-native 

English academic writing. 
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As shown, non-native English writers rely heavily on modal verbs, whereas native writers employ 

a more diversified hedging repertoire, particularly lexical and adjectival forms. This visual trend 

corroborates the statistical findings and highlights qualitative differences in rhetorical strategy 

rather than mere frequency variation. 

 

Table 2: Analysis Summary Table 

Research 

Objective/Question 

Key Finding Supporting Evidence 

RQ1: Types & 

Frequency 

NNEWs use hedges more often 

but rely heavily on modals; 

NEWs use a more varied 

repertoire. 

NNEWs: 27.4 modal verbs/1k words. 

NEWs: 12.3 lexical verbs & 4.3 adj./1k 

words (p<0.01). 

RQ2: Rhetorical 

Function 

NNEW hedging functions as risk 

mitigation; NEW hedging 

functions as stance-taking. 

NNEW example: 

"could...might...would need..." 

(mitigation cluster). NEW example: 

"data suggest...apparent link..." 

(precision hedging). 

Overall Alignment The difference is not just 

in amount but in rhetorical 

strategy and effect. 

Quantitative data shows what devices 

are used; qualitative analysis 

shows how they function to create tone. 

 

Data for Visualization: Normalized Hedge Frequency 

Core Finding: Non-native writers (NNEWs) use hedges more frequently overall, but rely heavily 

on a specific type. 

The table below provides the normalized frequencies (per 1,000 words) for each hedge category 

in both corpora. 

 

Table 3: Frequencies for hedge category 

Hedge Category Example Items NEW Corpus (per 1k 

words) 

NNEW Corpus (per 

1k words) 

Modal Verbs may, could, might, 

would 

18.7 27.4 

Lexical Verbs suggest, indicate, 

seem 
12.3 8.1 

Adverbs possibly, likely, 

generally 

6.5 7.2 

Adjectives/Nouns possible, probable, 

tendency 
4.3 2.5 

TOTAL All Categories 41.8 45.2 

 

Conclusion 
This study was motivated by a persistent problem in academic discourse research: despite 

extensive attention to hedging in scholarly writing, limited work has systematically examined how 

formal hedging choices and rhetorical functions interact across native and non-native English 

writing within a unified corpus-based framework. Moreover, prior studies often relied on small or 
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methodologically narrow datasets, leaving unresolved important questions about how hedging 

shapes academic tone and authorial stance in global scholarly communication. 

The findings of the present study demonstrate several key patterns. First, non-native English 

writers employ hedging devices more frequently overall than native writers; however, this 

increased frequency is largely driven by a heavy reliance on modal verbs such as may, could, and 

might. Native English writers, in contrast, draw on a broader and more balanced range of hedging 

resources, including lexical verbs and adjectival or nominal forms. Furthermore, qualitative 

analysis reveals that these formal differences have important rhetorical consequences: while native 

writers use hedging strategically to engage readers and negotiate claims, non-native writers tend 

to deploy hedges primarily as a means of risk mitigation, often resulting in excessive tentativeness. 

These findings carry important implications for both theory and practice. Theoretically, the study 

reinforces the view that hedging should be understood not merely as a grammatical feature but as 

a rhetorical resource central to knowledge construction and disciplinary interaction. Pedagogically, 

the results suggest that English for Academic Purposes instruction should move beyond teaching 

hedging as a set of caution markers; instead, instruction should emphasize functional choice and 

rhetorical purpose. Besides this, corpus-based teaching materials can help emerging scholars 

develop greater awareness of how expert writers balance confidence and caution in academic 

argumentation. 

Nevertheless, the study is not without limitations. Although the corpora were carefully balanced 

and methodologically robust, the analysis focused on selected disciplines and written genres, 

potentially limiting the generalizability of the findings. Moreover, the study examined textual 

outcomes rather than writers’ cognitive intentions; therefore, interpretations of rhetorical 

motivation remain inferential. 

Future research could address these limitations in several ways. For instance, larger and more 

discipline-specific corpora could be examined to explore how hedging practices vary across fields. 

Furthermore, longitudinal or interview-based studies could be integrated to investigate how non-

native writers develop hedging competence over time. Additionally, future work might examine 

the relationship between hedging and peer review outcomes, thereby linking linguistic choices to 

publication success in international journals. 

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that differences in hedging between native and non-native 

English writers are not simply matters of linguistic proficiency but reflect deeper contrasts in 

rhetorical strategy and authorial positioning. Therefore, by integrating quantitative and qualitative 

corpus methods, the study contributes to a more nuanced understanding of academic stance and 

offers practical insights for enhancing scholarly writing in an increasingly multilingual academic 

world. 
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