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This study investigates the use of hedges (mitigating expressions 
like I think or sort of) in the speech of learners of English at multiple 
proficiency levels as well as of native speakers. Hedges are used to mod-
erate the force of an utterance or the certainty of its content and therefore 
play an important role in interpersonal communication. The results of 
this study show that learners generally underuse hedges in comparison 
with native speakers, although learners at the highest proficiency level 
use hedges at a rate comparable to that of native speakers. The range of 
hedges is generally similar across levels. In both the rate and the range 
of hedge use, striking changes appear to take place between the second 
highest and the highest proficiency level. The results are discussed in 
terms of their importance for comparing data from different task types 
and discourse types.

Key words: hedges, English as a Second Language, discourse, 
task type, monologic data

En este estudio se examina el uso de estrategias mitigadoras 
(partículas de atenuación como I think o sort of) en el discurso de los 
estudiantes de inglés en varios niveles de competencia, así como de los 
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hablantes nativos. Las estrategias mitigadoras se utilizan para mitigar la 
fuerza de un acto de habla o de la certeza de su contenido y, por lo tanto, 
juegan un papel importante en la comunicación interpersonal.

El análisis indica que los estudiantes generalmente utilizan 
menos estrategias mitigadoras en comparación con los hablantes na-
tivos, aunque los estudiantes de nivel de competencia más alto utilizan 
estrategias mitigadoras casi frecuentemente como los hablantes nativos. 
La variedad de estrategias mitigadoras es generalmente similar en todos 
los niveles. Sin embargo, se observa un cambio dramático en la tasa y 
en la variedad de uso de estrategias mitigadoras entre los estudiantes de 
nivel de competencia más alto y los del segundo más alto. Los resultados 
se discuten en términos de su importancia para la comparación de datos 
de diferentes tipos de tareas y discursos.

Palabras clave: estrategias mitigadoras, inglés como lengua ex-
tranjera, discurso, tipo de tarea, datos monológicos



151The use of hedges in the speech of ESL learners

ELIA 13, 2013, pp. 149-174

1. Introduction

Pragmatic competence has been defined as “the ability to com-
municate your intended message with all its intended nuances in any 
socio-cultural context ant to interpret the message of your interlocutor as 
it was intended.” (Fraser, 2010: 15) As such, pragmatic competence is es-
sential for successful communication and is a fundamental part of general 
communicative competence1, which is the goal towards which much lan-
guage learning and teaching strives. In fact, the research has shown that 
pragmatic errors can be perceived as more disruptive for communication 
than grammatical errors (Bardovi-Harlig & Dörnyei, 1998).

 One aspect of pragmatic competence is the ability to use vague 
language. Vague language has several possible pragmatic functions; it 
can be used to mark politeness, to indicate solidarity with one’s interlocu-
tor, or to soften a request (Yates, 2010). Vague language is often produced 
through the use of hedges, which are single- or multi-word expressions 
used to indicate uncertainty about the propositional content of an utter-
ance or to diminish its impact.2 The ability to use hedges appropriately 
can cause difficulties for second language learners.3 Unfortunately, like 
other aspects of pragmatic competence, it does not generally receive 
enough attention in second language teaching (Fraser, 2010). Learners, 
even those at high proficiency levels, may know how to make their lan-
guage more precise but not when or how to make it “strategically vague” 
(Yates, 2010: 297). This lack of familiarity with vagueness results in L2 

1 For a detailed discussion of the development of different models of commu-
nicative competence, see Gilmore (2011).

2 For a historical overview of research on hedging over the last few decades, 
see Fraser (2010). For a variety of recent approaches to hedging in the writing 
and speech of native speakers, see Kaltenboeck et al (2010). 

3 See Wishnoff (2000), Hinkel (2005), or Yu (2009) for an overview of re-
search on hedging in ESL and EFL studies. Yu (2009) also includes discussion of 
studies on the use of hedges among native speakers of English.
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speakers whose speech is grammatically correct but who nevertheless do 
not succeed in accomplishing their communicative goals (Fraser, 2010: 
15).

 Although the use of vague language poses a challenge for learn-
ers, it has received comparatively little attention in research on L2 prag-
matics (Yates, 2010). The present study aims to contribute to the research 
on hedge use by second language learners and to fill several gaps in the 
previous research. This study examines both the rate and range of hedge 
use by learners of English at varying proficiency levels and includes com-
parison data from native speakers. This study also examines whether the 
type of task being performed affects hedge use.

2. Background

This section reviews the findings of previous research relating 
to hedges and the other variables discussed in this study. After a brief 
overview of the possible functions of hedges, recent work on hedge use 
by learners of English is reviewed. In the next two subsections, relevant 
studies relating to monologic data and task type are summarized. The fi-
nal subsection discusses Hasselgreen (2004) in detail, whose work serves 
as a starting point for the current study.

2.1 Classifications and Functions of Hedges

 Channell (1994) proposed that vagueness, rather than being 
something that speakers should avoid, was instead a crucial component of 
communication. Since Channell’s landmark study, various characteriza-
tions of hedging can be found in the literature, but there is general agree-
ment that hedging is a “rhetorical strategy that attenuates either the full 
semantic value of a particular expression…or the full force of a speech 
act…” (Fraser, 2010: 15). 
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 Some discourse effects that arise from the use of hedges include 
vagueness, evasion, equivocation, and politeness. One class of hedges, 
general extenders (expressions like and stuff), has been identified as hav-
ing a primarily interpersonal function--to mark intersubjectivity between 
speakers (Overstreet & Yule, 1997; Overstreet, 1999; Overstreet, 2005). 

 Another type of hedge, vague language referring to quantities, 
makes utterances less assertive by decreasing their exactness. This in turn 
makes the language more polite. As a face-saving strategy, vague quantity 
references are employed in apologies, promises, self-justifications, and 
giving advice (Ruzaite, 2007). Vague language of this type can also per-
form an interpersonal function, implying that there is no need for specific 
references since the speaker and their interlocutor understand each other 
so well (Drave, 2001).

2.2 Hedges in Recent Research on English as a Second or Foreign 
Language

 Research studies on the use of hedges among learners of English 
as a second or foreign language are relatively limited compared to the 
number of studies on hedges in the speech and writing of native speak-
ers of English. Much of the previous research on hedges by ESL learners 
focuses on second language (L2) writing. An early study by Ventola and 
Mauranen (1990) on Finnish learners of English indicates a limited range 
of hedging expressions in academic writing. These findings are corrobo-
rated by more recent studies by Hyland and Milton (1997) and Hinkel 
(2002, 2005) who point to the underuse of hedges in L2 writing compared 
to that of native speakers, and the general difficulties that L2 writers of 
academic English have in conveying doubt and uncertainty. 

 More relevant to the current study is L2 research on hedges in 
ESL learner speech production. Nikula (1997) analyzes hedging in the 
conversational speech of Finnish learners of English in comparison to 
that of native speakers of English. Her findings indicate that learners used 
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hedges at a significantly lower rate than native speakers and with much 
less variety. Certain hedges that were very common in the speech of na-
tive speakers, including sort of and kind of, were almost completely ab-
sent in the interviews with ESL speakers. Moreover, Nikula (1997) found 
qualitative differences between native and non-native speakers: learners 
tended to overuse I think and use it only at the beginning of utterances 
while native speakers tended to use this hedge in combination with others 
at a variety positions throughout utterances. 

 Yu (2009) builds on some of the findings of Nikula (1997) by 
examining the pragmatic development of hedging by EFL learners. 
She analyzes written questionnaires, simulated debates, and oral inter-
views of 211 Chinese learners from junior high school, high school, and 
university-level English courses in China. She categorizes hedges into 
quantificational approximators, performative shields, modal shields, 
pragmatic-marker hedges, and other syntactic and discoursal hedging 
strategies (127). Results of her study indicate that learners progress from 
a system in which learners use only performative I think to an interme-
diate stage with combinations of intensifiers and mitigators before they 
progress to an advanced system at the university level in which they ex-
hibit awareness of hedging clusters that draw on all categories of hedges. 
Moreover, Yu (2009) notes that the results of her study may have been af-
fected by the tasks that learners were asked to perform; she points out that 
there were significant differences in the frequency and range of hedges 
between the oral interviews with the teacher and the debate task (222). In 
addition, she notes the lack of native speaker data for direct comparison 
with the results of her study (2009: 220).

 Another more recent L2 study of hedging is Hasselgreen’s (2004) 
book, which the current study follows most closely in its quantitative 
analysis. Her investigation of hedges is situated within a larger investiga-
tion of what she calls ‘smallwords.’ Hasselgreen defines ‘smallwords’ as 
“small words and phrases, occurring with high frequency in the spoken 
language, that help to keep our speech flowing, yet do not contribute es-
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sentially to the message itself” (2004: 162). She identifies 19 smallwords 
in her corpus, which is comprised of oral test data from Norwegian stu-
dents learning English, as well as native speakers of English. 

 Hasselgreen offers a detailed account of the ways in which small-
words function and situates her discussion of the function of smallwords 
within the framework of Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) relevance theory. 
She proposes that smallwords might contribute to the success of commu-
nication in five ways (2004: 146):

1. they express the communicative intention of the speaker, with 
respect to what is to be communicated and how it affects the in-
teractional roles of the participants.

2. they point to the textual context in which an utterance has rel-
evance.

3. they indicate the cognitive effect of the preceding utterance.

4. they indicate the degree of vagueness or commitment.

5. they indicate the state of success of the communication, acknowl-
edging it or appealing for confirmation or assistance in bringing it 
about.

Hasselgreen discusses these five tasks both in terms of how they 
might relate to Schiffrin’s (1987) planes of talk as well as how they cor-
respond to the types of skills which she believes second language learn-
ers need in order to give the impression of fluent speech. A discussion of 
these issues is beyond the scope of the present study. For the purposes of 
the current analysis, we will focus on the fourth function of smallwords 
that Hasselgreen proposes, namely, indicating the degree of vagueness or 
commitment. 

 Hasselgreen (2004) argues that smallwords contribute to commu-
nicative competence by allowing the speaker to express various ‘macro-
signals,’ listed above. Each of the five macrosignals can be sent by one or 
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more ‘microsignals.’ In the case of the fourth macrosignal, indicating the 
degree of vagueness or commitment, Hasselgreen identifies only one mi-
crosignal, namely, “signaling a softening of the message: hedging” (154). 
In identifying only this single microsignal, she notes that she is following 
the approach of Nikula (1996) in not distinguishing between epistemic 
modals like I think and other kinds of vague language. Although it can be 
argued that the first type of hedge (epistemic modal) represents a lesser 
degree of commitment to the proposition, and that the second type (vague 
language like kind of) indicates uncertainty within the proposition, Has-
selgreen does not find this distinction meaningful for her analysis. She 
argues that both types of hedges have the same effect, that of softening 
the message. Hasselgreen identifies eight hedges in her data: I think, like, 
sort/kind of, a bit, just, or something, not really, and everything/that/stuff/
things4. 

Hasselgreen’s analysis identifies five functions of smallwords. 
Although hedging is only one of these functions, it comprises a com-
paratively large proportion of both the types of smallwords and their rate 
of use. Hasselgreen identifies 19 different smallwords; eight of them are 
hedges. Furthermore, hedges account for approximately 46% of all of the 
smallword tokens counted (Hasselgreen, 2004: 205). Hasselgreen’s work 
therefore showed that hedges are the most widely used type of small-
words.

2.3 Monologic vs Dialogic Tasks 

Another variable which might affect oral task data concerns the 
conditions under which the data are gathered. In the area of language 
testing, oral data are often subdivided into monologic and dialogic, which 
refers to the presence or absence of an interlocutor. For example, in a 
dialogic task, such as a conversation, the examinee speaks with another 

4 Hasselgreen notes that these smallwords were combined into one group 
since they are both formally and functionally very similar. 
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person present; in a monologic task, such as a narrative, the examinee 
can complete the task without an interlocutor present. Previous research 
into monologic versus dialogic testing data has indicated that this vari-
able can produce significant changes in various aspects of the language 
elicited (Shohamy, 1994; O’Loughlin, 2001). Shohamy (1994) compared 
the ACTFL Oral Proficiency Interview (OPI) to the ACTFL Semi-direct 
Oral Proficiency Interview (SOPI). The OPI is a half-hour long oral pro-
ficiency interview that takes place with a partner (the interviewer). The 
SOPI consists of a series of questions delivered by computer in which the 
examinees record their responses without an interlocutor present. Sho-
hamy found that the two tests had very high concurrent validity for the 40 
students in the study, and that the language they produced did not differ 
in terms of error rate. However, she did find marked differences in the 
type of communicative strategies they used and in the discourse they pro-
duced. The examinees employed different discourse strategies depending 
on whether they had a speaking partner present or not. The OPI test-
takers engaged in “deliberation, avoiding answers, sharing, hesitation, 
self-correction, disagreeing, qualifying, switch to L1 for communicative 
purposes, and demands for clarification” (112). The SOPI test-takers, 
however, engaged primarily in the strategies of “paraphrasing, repetition 
of phrases in eliciting questions, switch to L1, self-correction, and silence 
when no answer was available” (112). Shohamy’s (1994) research indi-
cates that the conditions under which oral proficiency data are gathered 
(monologic/dialogic) might be an important variable when examining 
discourse-related phenomena. 

2.4 The effect of task type on language production

The relationship between the type of task learners perform and 
the type of language they produce has received increasing attention in 
recent years. In a series of studies (Foster and Skehan, 1996; Skehan & 
Foster, 1997; Skehan & Foster, 1999; Foster & Skehan, 1999) Foster and 
Skehan have looked at the effects of various task characteristics and task 
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conditions on the fluency, accuracy, and complexity of the subjects’ out-
put. Skehan (1992, 1996, 1998) has argued that these three aspects of 
learner performance enter into competition with each other and that gains 
in one area will come at the expense of losses in the others. 

 In addition to the studies by Foster and Skehan, a number of dif-
ferent studies of second language learners also indicate that different task 
types result in significant differences in the language that learners pro-
duce. Although these studies do not follow Foster and Skehan’s particular 
language-processing approach to tasks, they offer convincing empirical 
evidence that different tasks do indeed elicit different kinds of language 
from learners. 

Newton & Kennedy’s (1996) results indicated that learners used 
more conjunctions in a shared information task than in a split informa-
tion task. They attribute this result to the different discourse modes re-
quired by the two types of tasks. The shared information task constitutes 
a descriptive discourse mode, while the split information task is basically 
persuasive. Newton and Kennedy conclude that it is possible to select 
tasks in order to elicit particular language structures. Tarone and Parrish 
(1988) investigated task-related variation in the use of English articles. 
They found that a narrative task increased the accuracy of article use and 
attribute this to the fact that successful narration requires more careful 
attention to the marking of given and new information. Geeslin (2006) 
concluded that two different tasks provided a different number and type 
of opportunities to use the two types of Spanish copula, and that the same 
rules were applied differently by the learners in each task. Wigglesworth 
(2001) considered scores of ESL learners on five different tasks and found 
that the presence of more structure on the task resulted in better scores 
for the subjects on an oral proficiency test. Duff (1986) showed differ-
ences in number of turns, words per turn, words per c-unit, and syntactic 
complexity in interactions between non-native pairs on different tasks. 
Bygate (1999b) examined differences in grammatical complexity on ar-
gumentation and narrative tasks. The results indicated that the narrative 
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task elicited significantly more words per T-unit, but there was not a sig-
nificant difference in the use of subordination. A further analysis showed 
that the narrative task produced data that were more ‘nominal’, while the 
argumentation task had more ‘verbal’ output. The analysis revealed that 
this was due in part to a very frequent use of formulaic expressions such 
as “I think.”

 It is evident from the summaries of task-based research above 
that the type of task that learners are asked to perform can lead to great 
variability in the results. Task type appears to have a significant impact on 
the features of language produced (such as relative clauses, article use, or 
nominal vs. verbal output). The findings to date indicate that task type is 
a rich area for further research.

3. Research Questions 

The current study brings together two different strands of second 
language acquisition research that have largely been investigated sepa-
rately: the use of hedges, and the effects of task type. This research should 
therefore make a contribution to the understanding of the development of 
this aspect of pragmatic competence among learners of English. The only 
previous study that has included both of these areas of research is Hassel-
green (2004). However, the data used in the present paper also differ from 
Hasselgreen’s in several important ways, and they represent an expansion 
of previous research.

 Hasselgreen’s subjects were native speakers of Norwegian or 
English. The present paper analyzes data from native speakers of Chi-
nese, Korean, and English. Hasselgreen’s data come from a language pro-
ficiency test conducted in pairs, while the data in the present paper come 
from monologic oral tasks. Finally, the previous research looked at two 
ESL groups and one native speaker group; this study compares a wider 
range of learners at four different proficiency levels.
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These differences in the current study versus previous research 
may be important factors in the understanding of hedge use by L2 learners. 

In terms of different L1 backgrounds, Yates (2010) has noted the 
highly culture-specific and sometimes unconscious conventions involved 
in many discourse functions. Therefore the L1 background of the par-
ticipants could be an especially important variable when investigating 
pragmatic functions.

This present paper examines the following research questions: 

1. How does the rate and range of hedge differ for ESL learners at dif-
ferent proficiency levels, and how does this compare to the use 
of native speakers?

2. Does the type of task being performed affect the rate or range of 
hedge use?

4. Methodology

The data used in this study come from a semi-direct (computer-
administered) test of oral proficiency. The Test of Oral Proficiency (here-
after TOP) is used at an American university in order to certify graduate 
students proficiency in English for positions as teaching assistants. The 
TOP consists of oral tasks that examinees are asked to perform while their 
responses are recorded by computer. 

The examinees have three minutes of planning time for each item 
and are allowed to take notes in order to plan what they are going to say. 
They cannot see or hear the prompt with the information while they are 
answering, but they can view the instructions about what they are ex-
pected to do in the task. Each response is limited to two minutes; that is, 
the tape cuts the examinee off after two minutes.

This study examines data from four tasks on the TOP: News, Per-
sonal, Passing Information, and Telephone. In the ‘news’ task, the exami-
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nees are asked to give their opinion about a news item they have read. 
In the ‘personal task’, the examinees give a response to an open-ended 
audio question about their personal experience, such as how they learned 
English, or who their favorite teacher is. In the ‘passing information’ task, 
the examinees relate some information that they have read to someone 
who has no knowledge of it, such as describing a job notice to someone 
they think might like to apply for the job. In the ‘telephone’ task, the ex-
aminees leave relay a message to one of their officemates by voicemail. 

Two trained raters, who are also instructors in the university’s 
English program, rated the exams. When the two raters disagreed, the 
exam was sent to a third rater to break the tie. The exams were given 
scores from 2-6. A set of descriptors for each level can be found in Ap-
pendix A. For the purposes of the program, a score of 5 or 6 is considered 
sufficient for the examinee to be certified to teach undergraduates as a 
teaching assistant. If an examinee receives a score of 3 or 4, they must 
enroll in a course in oral English for teaching assistants. Scores of 2 or 6 
are relatively rare. Two’s are generally given only when the examinee is 
clearly overwhelmed by the demands of the task and gives little or no re-
sponse; no data from examinees from this level are included in the current 
study. Sixes are given primarily to examinees whose second language 
proficiency approaches native or near-native competence.

Data from 47 subjects at different proficiency levels were ana-
lyzed. There were 37 non-native examinees and 10 native speakers who 
took the exam for comparative and research purposes. All of the non-
native speaker examinees came from either a Chinese or Korean language 
background. The data for each level were evenly split between examinees 
with a Chinese or Korean L1 background; that is, there were five exami-
nees with L1 Chinese and five examinees with L1 Korean in each group 
of ten. The group of seven examinees at Level 6 was made up of three 
native Chinese speakers and four native Korean speakers. This mixture of 
L1 backgrounds was chosen in order to balance the data against transfer 
effects from any particular first language background.
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After the test responses were transcribed, the author of this arti-
cle and a colleague coded the data for hedges using the list provided in 
Hasselgreen (2004). The hedges coded were I think, like, sort/kind of, a 
bit, just, or something, not really, and everything/that/stuff/things. Both 
coders read through the entire data set in order to identify the hedges. This 
allowed for the identification of slight variations in wording; for example, 
or/and whatever was included as a hedge. Although it did not appear on 
Hasselgreen’s initial list, the coders considered this use of whatever to be 
similar to the use of the hedges or something and and stuff. This was the 
only major modification made to the list. Reading through the data also 
allowed the researchers to exclude non-hedge uses of the expressions. 
For example, just in a temporal sense as in the sentence I had just gotten 
home when the phone rang was not counted as a hedge. In the case of a 
disagreement, the coders discussed the discrepancy and came to an agree-
ment. Interrater reliability was .89.

5. Results

Results from this study are reported below in the order of the 
research questions posed above. Discussion of the statistical analysis is 
provided thereafter.

 The first research question addresses the issues of the range and 
frequency of hedges in the native and non-native speaker groups. General 
results are provided in Table 1, where the frequency is presented as in 
Hasselgreen (2004), as the number of hedges per 10,000 words:

LeveL 3 LeveL 4 LeveL 5 LeveL 6 NS
I think 71 59 55 48 75

like - 4 - 25 2
sort/kind of 2 4 2 13 2
a (little) bit 5 - - - 12

just 7 10 12 60 39
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LeveL 3 LeveL 4 LeveL 5 LeveL 6 NS
or something/

whatever
2 2 2 2 -

not really - 2 - - -
and everything/
that/stuff/things

- - 2 8 3

Total Hedges 88 80 72 156 133

TABLE 1. HEDGES USED PER 10,000 WORDS BY PROFICIENCY LEV-
EL

The results show that ESL learners generally use hedges at a low-
er rate than native speakers. However, this is not the case for the highest 
ESL proficiency group, Level 6, who used hedges at a higher rate than 
native speakers.

 The distribution of the hedges used at each level can be seen in 
Figures 1 through 5. In each instance, the rate of use of each expression 
is calculated as a ratio of that expression relative to the total number of 
hedges used at that level.

FIGURE 1. VARIETY OF HEDGES AT LEVEL 3
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FIGURE 2. VARIETY OF HEDGES AT LEVEL 4

FIGURE 3. VARIETY OF HEDGES AT LEVEL 5
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FIGURE 4. VARIETY OF HEDGES AT LEVEL 6

FIGURE 5. VARIETY OF HEDGES BY NATIVE SPEAKERS

The charts show that I think was the most frequently used hedge 
at all levels except for Level 6, which has just as the most frequent hedge. 
However, the ESL learners at Levels 3, 4, and 5 had a higher proportion 
for I think (74-81%) than the Level 6 and native speaker groups (31 and 
56%, respectively). The proportion of just rises steadily from Levels 3 
through 6, with Level 6 and the native speaker group having nearly iden-
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tical rates. All groups used 5 or 6 of the 8 possible hedges. The proportion 
of hedge use accounted for by all other hedges (after I think and just) does 
not show a consistent pattern.

 The second research question addresses the issue of task type ef-
fects on the rate of hedges for each level. As Table 2 below indicates, the 
number of hedges varies by level and task.

Table 2. Hedges by task per 10,000 words

NewS perSoNaL paSSiNG iNFor-
matioN

teLephoNe

Level 3 123 62 96 26
Level 4 172 74 28 12
Level 5 117 31 99 11
Level 6 136 174 181 122
Native 

Speakers
162 52 125 132

TABLE 2. HEDGES BY TASK PER 10,000 WORDS

Levels 3, 5, and the native speakers used hedges at the highest 
rate on the News task and the lowest rate on the Personal task, with rates 
in between for the Passing Information and News tasks. This pattern does 
not hold for the Level 6 and Level 4 groups, however. The Level 6 group 
used the highest number of hedges on the Passing Information task and 
the fewest on the Telephone task. The Level 4 group used the highest 
number of hedges on the News task and the fewest hedges on the Tel-
ephone task.

6. Discussion

The results of data analysis indicate that learners generally use 
hedges at a lower rate than native speakers, except for the highest non-
native proficiency group, Level 6. There appears to be a dramatic change 
in hedge use that takes place between the Level 5 and the Level 6 group; 
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overall hedge use more than doubled between these two levels. The Level 
6 group even uses more hedges than the native speaker group. The dif-
ference may be due to the Level 6 group’s use of like, which was used 
at a rate of 25 (per 10,000 words) by the Level 6 group and at a rate of 
only 2 for the native speakers. The question remains why native speakers 
appear to avoid the use of like in the data collected. I can only speculate 
that native speakers might have reacted to the artificiality and formality 
of the language testing situation and may have therefore consciously or 
unconsciously used less formal language.

 In terms of the range of hedges used, all learner groups and the 
native speaker group favored the same two hedges. The hedges I think 
and just were the most frequently used by all groups. All groups also used 
a similar general range of hedges, between 5 and 6 out of the 8 possible. 
Again, the group that exhibited the most differences from the others was 
the Level 6 group, and the hedge that most distinguished it from the other 
groups was its use of like. 

 It is important to consider the results of this study in comparison 
with the results of Hasselgreen (2004), both because this study relies on 
her classification of hedges and because these data differs in L1 back-
ground and in its monologic nature. When we compare the rates of use 
per 10,000 words, we find that the highest rates of hedge use in this study 
(156 and 133) are well below the rate of hedge use Hasselgreen found 
for her native speaker group (205). This suggests that more hedges may 
be used on dialogic tasks. It is also possible that this difference is due to 
another confounding factor, such as L1 background. 

 In terms of the range of hedge use, Hasselgreen’s data showed the 
same two most frequent hedges, I think and just, as this data. However, in 
her data, the two ESL groups used I think the most frequently, while for 
the native speaker group, just was the most frequently used hedge. Since 
this difference is evident in the native speaker control group, however, it 
more likely due to the monologic nature of the tasks being performed, or 
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how they were perceived, than to L1 background. The high frequency of 
I think in the data are also in line with the results of Yu (2009), who found 
that learners were highly dependent on the use of I think as a hedge but 
that this dependence gradually started to decrease at higher proficiency 
levels.

 The results for the frequency of hedge use on different tasks show 
that some tasks generally elicit more hedging than others, although this 
effect was not seen equally at all levels. The News task, in which the 
subjects give their opinion on a news item, produced the greatest number 
of hedges at four of the five proficiency levels. Since the News task asks 
the respondents to give their opinion, a high rate of use is, perhaps, not 
surprising. However, it is interesting to note that the rate of hedge use on 
this task is often more than double that of the Personal or Telephone tasks. 
These two tasks generally had the lowest rates of use. The generally low 
rate on the Telephone task can probably be attributed to the fairly simple 
nature of the message to be passed on. However, it should be noted that 
the native speakers were an exception to this trend. From my own experi-
ence in looking at the data, my impression is that the native speakers were 
more eager to explain why they were calling their officemates to relay the 
message. It may be the case that they focused on the possible imposition 
their call could create rather than on the content of the message to pass on. 
The Personal task also showed a relatively low rate of hedge use; how-
ever, it is difficult to draw many conclusions from this since the Personal 
task was highly idiosyncratic. When asked to describe one’s first day in a 
different country, some of the respondents engaged primarily in descrip-
tion and others in narration. This type of task might benefit from further 
qualitative analysis.

Yu (2009) found significant differences in hedge use on a debate 
task compared with an interview. Yu attributes the differences in rate to a 
case of misunderstanding by the learners, who thought that they were sup-
posed to be assertive in the debate task and therefore used fewer hedges. 
Yu argues that the ESL learners misinterpreted the debate task and con-
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siders this to be an indication of the deficiency of their pragmatic devel-
opment. However, given the variation in hedge use by task type found in 
this study, another explanation is possible. The two different tasks (debate 
and interview) in Yu’s analysis may by their very nature lead to the use of 
a different rate and range of hedges. If this is the case, then the learners 
did not misunderstand the task, but instead reacted to task demands in 
an appropriate way. Research would need to be conducted on these task 
types that includes native speaker comparison data in order to explore this 
possibility further. 

7. Conclusions

This study examined the use of hedges by learners and native 
speakers of English performing various monologic testing tasks. The re-
sults showed that hedge use increases with proficiency level and that ESL 
learners do attain native-like rates of hedge use. In fact, the highest ESL 
proficiency group used hedges at a rate higher than that of native speak-
ers. The range of hedges used by learners was generally similar to that 
of native speakers in the sense that I think and just were the two most 
frequently used hedges at all levels. However, the proportion of hedges 
accounted for by just rose with proficieicy level while the proportion of 
I think decreased. The present paper also discussed the effects of dis-
course mode (monologic or dialogic) and task type on the use of hedges. 
Compared with previous research on dialogic tasks, the rate of hedge 
use was lower on the monologic tasks in this study. The study found that 
different tasks elicited markedly different rates of hedge use. The results 
highlight the importance of considering the variables of proficiency level, 
discourse mode, and task type when investigating hedge use, and by ex-
tension, other discourse pragmatic features.

 This study has several important limitations that should be taken 
into account and that also suggest possibilities for further research. First 
of all, as discussed above, the data for this project come from monologic 
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tasks that were part of an oral proficiency test. The results are therefore 
not necessarily generalizable to other contexts or other tasks. As was 
shown above, the differences between monologic and dialogic data, as 
well as different task types, are not trivial. Future research that considers 
the use of hedges or virtually any other aspect of learner language should 
highlight what type of data and tasks are being analyzed and compare 
them to others. At the very least, more research studies should at least 
note the limitations to generalizability based on the context and task type 
of the data. 

A further challenge in all task-based research is the variability 
brought in by the participant. Duff (1993) encountered the problem that 
the participant in her study often interpreted the task in some other way, 
and did something entirely unexpected. I have also encountered this situ-
ation, although rarely, in my own data. In the current investigation, the 
test subjects are asked to talk about their experience learning English in 
one task, and they almost all do just that. But I found one sample in which 
the subject instead spoke in abstract terms about why learning English 
might be useful. It is therefore not always clear that the examinee under-
stands the task that they are asked to perform or that they understand it 
in the same way as the tester. This is a consideration that further research 
could examine explicitly using a questionnaire or a think-aloud protocol.

A further possible area for further research is the marked increase 
in hedge use that was found between the Level 5 and Level 6 proficiency 
groups, where the rate of hedge use more than doubled. Further research 
should explore whether this finding can be replicated or whether it is a 
result of some unknown confounding factor.
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