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Abstract 

 
The present thesis focuses on the use of hedging devices in advanced learners of English, and 

it aims to assess whether their study abroad results in either quantitative or qualitative changes 

in their use of hedging devices. The theoretical part presents the concept of pragmatic 

competence, the evolution of the concept of hedging, and the formal and functional 

frameworks that provide the basis for classification of hedging. Johansen’s functional 

framework is subsequently examined in more detail as it is used as a foundation for the 

practical part. The practical part relies on the analysis of eight interviews with four advanced 

learners of English conducted before and after studying abroad in an English-speaking 

country. 

The results reveal a number of statistically significant quantitative differences, however, they 

are not consistent enough to prove study abroad has a considerable impact on one’s pragmatic 

competence. The section focusing on qualitative differences may serve as a springboard for 

further study of hedging devices in learner English, and research on pragmatic gain within 

study abroad in general. 

 

Keywords: hedging, pragmatics, pragmatic competence, politeness, politeness theory, 

language acquisition, learner language, study abroad, English 

 

Abstrakt 

 
Tato bakalářská práce se zabývá prostředky snižujícími dopad projevu, tzv. hedges, u 

pokročilých studentů angličtiny a klade si za cíl zjistit, zdali díky studiu v zahraničí dochází 

ke kvantitativním či kvalitativním změnám v jejich užití. Teoretická část práce nastiňuje 

pojem pragmatické zdatnosti, vývoj pojetí hedgingu a formální a funkční rámce, na základě 

nichž je možné tyto prostředky klasifikovat. Funkční rámec, od nějž se dále odvíjí praktická 

část práce, je následně rozebrán detailněji. Praktická část práce je založena na analýze osmi 

rozhovorů se čtyřmi pokročilými studenty angličtiny před a po jednosemestrálním pobytu 

v anglicky mluvící zemi. 

Výsledky odhalují množství statisticky významných rozdílů, nicméně tyto rozdíly se 

neshodují do té míry, aby z nich bylo možné vyvodit, že má studijní pobyt výrazný vliv na 

pragmatickou zdatnost. Sekce zaměřená na kvalitativní rozdíly má sloužit jako podnět 

k dalšímu výzkumu prostředků snižujících dopad projevu v žákovské angličtině a všeobecně 

pragmatického zlepšení jako důsledku jazykového pobytu. 

 

Klíčová slova: hedging, pragmatika, pragmatická zdatnost, zdvořilost, teorie zdvořilosti, 

jazyková akvizice, žákovský jazyk, studijní pobyt, angličtina  
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Transcription method in Johansen (2020a): 
 

 

Transcription symbol Meaning Found in corpus 

# short pause NoTa, NDC, BB 

(.) short pause BNC2014 

… pause LINDSEI-no, LOCNEC 

(eh) filled pause LINSDEI-no, LOCNEC 

* two or more speakers 

speaking at the same time 

NoTa, NDC, BB 

>> two or more speakers 

speaking at the same time 

BNC2014 

(coughing) vocalizations, such as 

coughing, laughing, etc. 

NoTa, NDC, BB 

[coughing] vocalizations, such as 

coughing, laughing, etc. 

BNC2014, LINDSEI-no, 

LOCNEC 

_uninpretable_ comments by the transcriber NoTa, NDC, BB 

(…) interrupted utterances NoTa, NDC, BB 

       adapted from Johansen (2020b): 67 

 

Transcription method in The Czerasmus English Learner Corpus 

(Gráf, 2019): 
 

Transcription symbol Meaning 

<overlap/> overlapping speech 

. short pause (< 1 second) 

.. medium pause (1-3 seconds) 

… long pause (> 3 seconds) 

(eh), [brief], (er), (em), (erm), (mm), (uhu), 

(mhm) 

filled pauses, backchannelling 

<X> unclear syllable or sound up to one word 

<XX>  two unclear words 

<XXX> more than two unclear words 

= truncated word 

<foreign> <foreign/>  foreign word 

: lengthening of (the last) syllable 

<starts whispering> <stops whispering> Prosodic information: voice quality 

<coughs>  nonverbal vocal sounds 
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1. Introduction 
 

The present thesis aims to contribute to research within the field of interlanguage 

pragmatics (ILP), the main focus of which has so far been on the non-native speakers’ use of 

pragmatic knowledge. Instead of following the tradition and contrasting the use of pragmatic 

markers in native speakers (NSs) and non-native speakers (NNSs), I will concentrate on the 

acquisitional aspect of pragmatic competence, focusing on the development of pragmatic 

competence in NNSs over time.  

Pragmatic competence will be explored in relation to hedging, a pragmatic device 

commonly used to mitigate imprecise, impolite, or otherwise socially inappropriate claims. 

The theoretical part of the present study will review the evolution of the concept of hedging as 

well as the formal and functional frameworks commonly used to classify these devices. One 

of the most recent frameworks will be examined in more detail as it will be used for the 

practical part.  

The practical part will investigate whether there are any quantitative or qualitative 

differences in the production of hedging devices before and after a study stay in an English-

speaking country. The data chosen for the analysis are interviews made with four English 

learners who are all students of the 2nd grade of Master of Arts in English Language and 

Linguistics at the Department of English Language and ELT Methodology at Charles 

University in Prague. Each student has been interviewed before they left for their SA and after 

they returned.  

The devices identified in the subcorpus will be examined both in qualitative and 

quantitative terms. The quantitative analysis will focus mainly on frequency of hedging 

devices in the individual speakers before and after SA, while the qualitative one will strive for 

more detailed information about the context and co-text in which the devices occurred, the 
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position of these devices within a sentence or an utterance, their potential to form compounds, 

the range of their realization forms, and variation in individual speakers over time.  

2. Theoretical background 

2.1 Pragmatic competence in SLA context 

 
Pragmatic competence may be defined as “the ability to communicate [one’s] intended 

message with all its nuances in any socio-cultural context and to interpret the message of 

[their] interlocutor as it was intended” (Fraser, 2010: 15). Same as grammatical competence, 

pragmatic competence is acquired through exposure. However, as data from experimental 

psychology suggest, input itself is not sufficient for acquisition to take place. In order to 

transform input into intake, the learner needs to pay attention to the particular linguistic 

features of input to be learned (Schmidt, 1990). Following his noticing hypothesis, Schmidt 

argues that “attention to linguistic forms, functional meanings, and the relevant contextual 

features” (Schmidt, 1993) is a necessary condition for developing pragmatic competence. 

It is important to point out that Schmidt does not discredit the validity of incidental 

and implicit learning, he only stresses the fact that “consciously paying attention to the 

relevant features of input and attempting to analyze their significance in terms of deeper 

generalizations are both highly facilitative” (Schmidt, 1993).  

Since linguistic realizations of pragmatic functions are not always transparent and the 

relevant contextual factors to be noticed are likely to be defined differently or may be 

nonsalient (Schmidt, 1993), learners may fail to notice them by themselves. This foregrounds 

the importance of the facilitator, whose primary role is to draw attention to the 

pragmalinguistic or sociopragmatic information. In the context of first language acquisition, 

the facilitator is often impersonated by a parent or another caregiver, who uses a variety of 

strategies to teach pragmatic competence. As Snow et al.’s study suggests, parent-provided 

information on the correlation of linguistic forms, pragmatic functions, and contextual 
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features most often results in enhancing pragmatic competence the part of the learner (Snow 

et al., 1990). 

 Snow’s findings draw important implications for SLA settings, where the facilitator is 

often impersonated by the teacher. Even though the learner may also benefit from incidental 

or implicit learning, explicit teacher-provided information on the pragmatics of the target 

language has proven to be more efficient in terms of enhancing the learner’s pragmatic 

competence. One way of developing pragmatic competence in classroom contexts is through 

task-based language teaching, which focuses on authentic use of language for genuine 

communication (Ellis, 2017). 

 Despite the fact that a wide body of research entailing methods appropriate for 

enhancing pragmatic competence exists, these are often not given sufficient emphasis in the 

teaching of the second language, which commonly results in second language speakers 

producing “grammatically flawless speech that nontheless fails to achieve its communicative 

aims” (Fraser, 2010: 15). 

2.2 Politeness 

 
One notable component of pragmatic competence is politeness. Politeness may be defined 

as “socio-culturally determined behavior directed towards the goal of establishing and/or 

maintaining in a state of equilibrium the personal relationships between the individuals of a 

social group […] during the ongoing process of interaction” (Watts, 1989: 135). There is a 

variety of theoretical accounts on politeness. These include (i) the ‘social norm’ model, (ii) 

the ‘conversational maxim’ model, (iii) the ‘face-saving’ model, (iv) the ‘conversational 

contract’ model, (v) the social practice model, and (vi) the ‘discursive’ or ‘post-modern 

model’ (Huang, 2014: 144). Of these frameworks, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) face-saving 

model, which is generally believed to have inaugurated the field of modern politeness study, 

remains the most influential one (ibid.). 
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2.2.1 Brown and Levinson’s Politeness theory 

 
Brown and Levinson’s conception of politeness relies on the notion of ‘face,’ which was 

derived from Chinese into English1 and subsequently introduced into critical discourse 

through Goffman’s (1967) theories on ‘face’ and ‘facework’. A ‘face’ could be described as 

an individual’s self-image (Brown & Levinson, 1987: 62) they want to claim for themself. It 

consists of two aspects, or more precisely, face wants: positive face, i.e., an individual’s desire 

to be accepted and liked by others, and negative face, i.e., an individual’s right to freedom of 

action and imposition.  

As ‘face’ is mutually vulnerable (ibid., 61), participants of a social interaction need to 

cooperate in maintaining each other’s face. Nevertheless, their cooperation is constantly 

threatened by speech acts that intrinsically threaten face, i.e., face-threatening acts (FTAs). 

Firstly, there are FTAs that pose a threat for the addressee, more specifically their positive 

face, e.g., expressions of disapproval, criticism, accusations, disagreements, insults, and their 

negative face, e.g., orders, requests, advice, suggestions, warnings. Secondly, there are FTAs 

that impose damage on the speaker, more precisely their positive face, e.g., apologizing, and 

their negative face, e.g., accepting apologies. (ibid., 65-68). 

In order to minimize the threat of these acts, the participants may choose one of the 

politeness strategies delineated by Brown and Levinson: 

 
1 see phrases ‘to lose face’ and ‘to save face’ in OED: "face, n.". OED Online. June 2021. Oxford University 

Press. https://oed.com/view/Entry/67425?rskey=9m7dOG&result=1&isAdvanced=false (accessed July 12, 

2021). 
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    Figure 1: Politeness strategies (Brown & Levinson, 1987:60) 

 

As the scheme illustrates, one way of dealing with an awkward situation is to avoid 

performing the FTA and dropping a non-verbal hint instead. Another way is to perform the 

FTA. This may be done on record, i.e., directly, or off record, i.e., indirectly, for instance by 

dropping a verbal hint. The former case may be performed either baldly, i.e., without 

redressive action, or with redressive action.  

A redressive action, or a face-saving act, helps to counteract the potential face damage of 

the FTA by indicating that no such face threat is intended or desired. It takes one of the 

following forms, depending on which aspect of face is being stressed: positive politeness 

redress (emphasizing solidarity with the addressee), and negative politeness redress (giving 

deference to the addressee) (ibid., 68-71). 

2.3 Hedging 

 
Hedging is a common realization of both positive politeness strategies (ibid., 116-117) 

and negative politeness strategies (ibid.,146). It will be described in more detail in the 

following sections. 
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2.3.1 General characteristics of the concept 

 

No general definition of hedging may be provided for the concept has changed 

dramatically since it was introduced. More specifically, it has gone from being understood as 

a “semantic feature of a class of words to any expression of tentativeness, or possibility, or 

with a softening or downtoning function” (Johansen, 2020: 81-82). As the characterization 

may suggest, the ability to use hedging correctly is a fundamental part of pragmatic 

competence and closely relates to politeness strategies. It is thus not very surprising that it 

appears in both spoken and written discourse of most languages. Pragmatic features such as 

hedging are particularly interesting to study from the perspective of language acquisition, for 

the fact that their realizations vary across languages (Nikula, 1997: 188, Romero-Trillo, 2018: 

9). 

 2.3.2 Overview of the concept 

 

The term “hedge” was coined by George Lakoff and relies on the fuzzy set theory 

(Zadeh, 1965) and the concept of metalinguistic operators (Weinreich, 1966). In the fuzzy set 

theory, the boundaries between classes of objects are seen as fuzzy, i.e., not having “precisely 

defined criteria of membership” (Zadeh, 1965). Instead of simply stating whether an object is 

or is not a member of a particular semantic class of words, one may say it is more or less 

prototypical. For instance, a bat would be considered a less prototypical bird than a chicken, 

which would in turn be deemed less prototypical than a robin. The term ‘metalinguistic 

operator,’ on the other hand, relates to the linguistic features that are responsible for the 

fuzziness in a proposition, such as the word about in the statement “Joanna is about 180 

centimeters tall”.  

Lakoff introduced the concept of hedge in order to describe words or expressions that 

modify category membership. His conception of hedges entailed both attenuation and 

reinforcement of class membership, compare: 
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(1) Joanna is sort of tall. 

(2) Joanna is really tall. 

 

Since the publication of George Lakoff’s study, hedges received a great amount of attention 

and the concept has expanded beyond its initial scope (Raušová, 2016: 16). The later 

expansions were largely based on Robin Lakoff’s (1975) notion that hedges interact with 

performative verbs. These hedges were subsequently described in more detail and labeled as 

hedged performatives by Fraser (1975).  

 Brown and Levinson (1987), who studied hedges in relation to politeness phenomena, 

further developed Fraser’s observation, remarking that hedging does not only modify the 

propositional content, but also the illocutionary force of the proposition, and speaker 

commitment (Kaltenböck, 2010: 4). On the basis of this finding, hedging was later divided in 

propositional hedging and speech act hedging. (Fraser, 2010). This binary distinction became 

a foundation for several of the classificatory frameworks that was developed later (Johansen, 

2020: 84). 

2.3.3 Taxonomy of hedges 

2.3.3.1 Classificatory frameworks based on function 

 

 On the basis of Brown and Levinson’ s observation, Prince, Frader and Bosk (1982) 

divided hedging devices into two distinct categories according to what was being made 

fuzzier. They identified hedges responsible for “fuzziness within the propositional content 

proper” and those responsible for “fuzziness in the relationship between the propositional 

content and the speaker, that is in the speaker’s commitment to the truth of the proposition 

conveyed” (Prince et al., 1982). The former category was termed approximators and was 

further subdivided into adaptors (3), lexical items adapting an existing term to a new instance, 

and rounders (4), lexical items denoting imprecision in terms of measurement. The latter 

category, implying lack of speaker’s commitment, was labeled as shields, and further 
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subdivided into plausibility shields (5), expressing uncertainty, and attribution shields (6), 

attributing the content of the utterance to someone other than the speaker.  

(4) His feet were sort of blue. 

(5) His weight was approximately 3.2 kilograms.  

(6) I think his feet were blue. 

(7) According to her estimates, the heart rate was back in two minutes. (Prince et 

al., 1982) 

 

Hübler (1983) adopted the bipartite distinction proposed by Prince at al. (1982), 

distinguishing between understatements and hedges. In his view, understatement (8) relates to 

the phrastic part of the sentence, i.e., the propositional content, and hedges (9) regard the 

neustic part of the sentence, i.e., the speaker’s claim to the validity of the proposition. 

Nevertheless, Hübler’s conception of hedges received little support for understatement is 

commonly considered to be a subcategory of hedges (Clemen, 1997: 241). 

(8) It is a bit cold in here.  

(9) It is cold in Alaska, I suppose (Hübler,1983) 

 

As may be evident from what has been mentioned, the reinforcement aspect 

introduced by Lakoff was abandoned as hedging research became increasingly focused on the 

attenuation aspect of hedging (Johansen, 2020: 84). Caffi (1999, 2007), whose primary focus 

is mitigation, i.e., “the attenuation of unwelcome effects on the hearer” (Fraser, 2010: 20) 

made use of the overlap between hedging and mitigating devices, contributing to hedging 

research by constructing a tripartite distinction between devices mitigating the proposition, 

the illocution, and the utterance source. These were called bushes, hedges, and shields. 

Caffi’s bushes are often viewed in relation to Prince’s approximators for operating on 

the propositional level, hedges are regarded as a combination of their plausibility shields and 

Fraser’s hedged performatives, as they cover both speaker commitment and illocutionary 

force, and shields are understood as Prince’s attribution shields expanded with syntactic 

structures such as passive clauses that make possible omission of the agent (Fraser, 2010: 21). 
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 Although parallels between Prince’s and Caffi’s framework elements may be drawn, 

Caffi’s conception considerably differs from Prince’s as it does not allow for “a sharp 

distinction between approximators belonging to semantics and shields belonging to 

pragmatics.” (Caffi, 2007: 70) In her view, “the operation of bushes on the propositional 

content has repercussions on the whole speech act.  In other words, a weakened (marked) 

precision in the reference act has the effect of weakening the commitment to the truth of the 

proposition, and this in turn has the effect of weakening the subscription to the whole speech 

act.” (Caffi, 2007:70) 

 With hedging fully established in the domain of pragmatics, Hyland (1996, 1998) 

worked with the notion that hedging “cannot be fully understood in isolation from social and 

institutional contexts, suggesting “a pragmatic framework which reflects the interpretative 

environment.” (Hyland, 1996: 433) Apart from content-oriented hedges that concern “the 

relationship between the proposition and the representation of reality” (ibid., 439), he 

distinguishes reader-oriented hedges that are designed to secure the reader’s ratification of 

the writer’s claim (ibid.,446).  

Content-oriented hedges are further subdivided into accuracy-oriented and writer-

oriented hedges, with the former type enabling the writer to accurately state uncertain 

scientific claims with appropriate caution to reduce the risk of disproval (ibid., 440), and the 

latter enabling them to refer to speculative possibilities while at the same time guard themself 

against possible criticism (ibid., 443). Accuracy-oriented strategies are further subdivided into 

attribute hedges indicating the extent to which propositional content is precisely described, 

and reliability hedges indicating the degree of writer confidence. (Johansen: 2020: 88). 

Hyland’s framework was later criticized for overlapping of the subcategories. (Kaltenböck, 

2010: 5) Despite this and the fact that it was based on written discourse, it is also relevant for 
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the present study, for it contains a category which neither Prince et al. (1982) nor Caffi (1999, 

2007) includes, i.e., reader-oriented hedges. 

Johansen (2020), one of the few scholars to work with hedging within informal spoken 

discourse, struggled to find a classificatory framework suitable for her study. In an attempt to 

adapt the existing ones to the purposes of her work, she combined them in a model 

comprising of three principal categories: hedging within the proposition, hedging between the 

speaker and the proposition, and hedging between the speaker and the hearer.  A more 

detailed description of her system will be given in the following section. 

2.3.3.1.1 Johansen’s functional framework 

 

 As was indicated above, Johansen (2020) adapted the existing functional frameworks 

to the purposes of informal spoken discourse analysis, and thus is most relevant to the present 

study. As it will be used as a foundation for the present analysis, I will provide a more 

detailed description of her tripartite model. 

o Hedging within the proposition 

Johansen further subdivided hedging within the proposition into adaptors, rounders, and 

understatements. The first two categories, adaptors and rounders, correspond to Prince et al.’s 

definition of these concepts in the sense that they indicate nonprotypicality. Example (10) 

illustrates an adaptor indicating that the situation is close to, but not identical to the 

prototypical situation of freaking out. Example (11) illustrates a rounder giving an 

approximate estimate of time, which is close to, but does not equate to an hour and half. In 

addition to these two, Johansen proposes a third category, understaters, features that do not 

indicate nonprototypicality, but rather “downplay the importance of the whole proposition (or 

parts of it) and could be said to have a dual function in that they both modify a concept 

locally, but at the same time mitigate the force of the utterance to make it less of a burden on 

the hearer.” (Johansen, 2020: 95). Due to this potential double function, she categorized these 
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markers separately, labeling them as understaters, in accordance with Hübler (1983). 

Example (12) illustrates the capacity of these items to under-represent the state of affairs 

(Markkanen and Schröder, 1997: 7) that results in reducing the force of a potentially face-

threating objection. 

(10) I read I read it a bit wrong (.) I don’t know what I read but it kind of freaked me 

out and made me stop  

(11) Schools will close the kids will be out at half past one and then they have to be 

back for half past three but it’s crazy cos then they go back for like an hour and a 

half  

(12) ‘A: yes yes yes a lot of fun it fitted nicely in those rapids there  

B: *but there was 

B: a bit of a wider riverbank on that river then’ (Johansen, 2020: 94-95) 

 

 

o Hedging between the proposition and the speaker 

 

Hedging between the proposition and the speaker are further subdivided in plausibility 

shields, attribution shields, and speaker-oriented hedges. Both plausibility shields and 

attribution shields correspond to the categories proposed by Prince et al. (1982). While 

plausibility shields (13) simply imply speaker’s lack of commitment to the truth of the 

proposition, attribution shields (14) attribute the belief to someone else or hide the source of 

the proposition. However, her results have shown that the latter type of strategy rarely occurs 

in informal spoken discourse. In addition to these two, she proposes a third subcategory, 

which she labels speaker-oriented hedging as it partially corresponds to writer-oriented 

hedges in Hyland (1996). Instead of indicating uncertainty, these devices create distance 

between the speaker and the proposition (Johansen, 2020: 97). Example (15) illustrates the 

speaker’s downplaying of their opinion by stating they are not an expert on Chinese 

restaurants. 

(13)  no but I think it’s easier when you’re at an --UNCLEAR WORD  

(14)  but it according to this book if I remember correctly they they were genuine  

(15)  I mean it really is uh (.) the quality of the food I thought was really good (.) but 

(.) but I’m not um I’m not an expert on Chinatowns of course we don’t have a 

Chinatown here (Johansen, 2020: 96-98) 
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o Hedging between the speaker and the hearer 

 

Hedging between the speaker and the hearer includes only one subcategory, i.e., hearer-

oriented hedges, which is clearly an adaptation of Hyland’s reader-oriented hedging devices 

to spoken discourse. Same as in Hyland (1996, 1998), the main function of this type of 

hedging is to establish a common ground with the hearer (Johansen, 2020: 99), in order to 

ensure their acceptance of the speaker’s beliefs or claims. Example (16) shows the realization 

of this strategy through a tag question, by which the speaker establishes a common ground by 

inviting the hearer to co-construct the meaning of what they are saying.  

(16) A: what did you vote then? 

B: I voted in but I’m saying I would be more ha- I was saying I was a bit on the 

fence wasn’t I? I’d be more happy about it if if we would have more control 

over what we do as a country (Johansen, 2020: 100) 

 

2.3.3.2 Classificatory frameworks based on form 

 

Although Lakoff and other linguists who worked with hedging as a semantic rather than a 

pragmatic concept attempted to establish a list of possible realizations of hedging strategies, 

these ‘lists’ have become questionable with the concept’s transition into the field of 

pragmatics. Hedges form an open-ended class (Nikula, 1997:190), “almost any linguistic item 

or expression can be interpreted as a hedge”. (Markkanen & Schröder, 1997:6) By 

implication, “no linguistic items are inherently hedges but can acquire this quality depending 

on the communicative context or the co-text. This also means that no clear-cut lists of hedging 

expressions are possible” (ibid., 6). 

 In the following section, I will thus not attempt to provide a clear-cut list of devices 

related to hedging strategies, but rather categorize the possible realizations of hedges on the 

basis of their semantic properties. The categories I will use are adopted from Hyland (1996, 
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1998), Vartalla (2001), Malášková (2015), and Raušová (2016) and include both lexical and 

non-lexical items. 

2.3.3.2.1 Lexical means 

 

Since hedges form an open-ended class, there are few limitations in terms of their lexical 

realizations. Generally, it could be said that hedging is most often realized through verbs, 

adverbs, nouns, adjectives, and pronouns. The following sections shall provide a more 

detailed description of these realizations. 

o Verbs 

Generally, there are two categories of verbs that are often used to express lack of 

certainty or commitment: modal auxiliary verbs, and certain types of lexical verbs.  

• Modal auxiliary verbs 

There are nine central modals: can, could, may might, shall, should, will, would, must. 

(Quirk, 1985: 135) With the exception of ‘shall’, all of them allow epistemic reading, and are 

thus able to modify an assertion and help the author to avoid personal responsibility for their 

claims.  

(17) The only problem may be that the compound is difficult to remove after use. 

(Bieber et al., 1999: 492) 

 

• Lexical verbs 

Vartalla (2001) divides lexical verbs commonly used in hedging into three distinct 

categories: nonfactive reporting verbs (18) that enable the author to express tentativeness 

about their own claims or attribute a claim to somebody else, tentative cognition verbs (19) 

that allow the author to present their claims as results of their subjective cognitive activity, 

and tentative linking verbs (20) that express tentativeness about the ideas put forth or eclipse 
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the source of the proposition. In addition to these three, Malášková (2015) proposes a fourth 

category, i.e., activity verbs (21), consisting of verbs that express “understatement rather than 

bold achievement in terms of the results”, e.g., attempt, try, aim (Malášková, 2015: 74). 

(18) [...]we propose that [...]  

(19) I assume that [...]  

(20) It also appears that the truncation errors have an impact [...] (Vartalla, 2001: 

121-3) 

(21) We have tried to show how metaphor in particular, and most figurative language 

in general, is reinterpreted to be understood by the reader or listener. 

(Malášková, 2015, 74)  

 

o Adverbs 

There is a variety of approaches to formal categorization of adverbs. While Hyland 

adopts a syntactic perspective, classifying them in terms of their syntactic function 

(adjunct, disjunct, etc.), Vartalla (2001), Malášková (2015) and Raušová (2016) approach 

them from a semantic point of view. In an attempt to achieve homogeneity in the formal 

taxonomy, I decided to follow their classification methods, distinguishing adverbs on the 

basis of their semantic properties.  

Vartalla (2001) proposes five semantic categories of adverbial realizations of hedges: 

probability adverbs (22), adverbs of indefinite degree (23), adverbs of indefinite frequency 

(24), and adverbs of approximation (25). In addition to these, Malášková (2015) proposes 

adverbs of evidence. Adverbs of evidence may be described as those which “can be used to 

show that a proposition is based on some evidence, without specifying the exact source.” 

(Biber et al.,1999: 557) and may be exemplified by lexical items such as obviously or 

apparently. In this case, I decided to go with Vartalla’s view, who sees adverbs of evidence 

just as s subgroup of probability adverbs. 

(22) The variability […] is perhaps not surprising […] 

(23) This omission is somewhat surprising […] 

(24) […] verbs […] which usually occur in questions or cleft constructions […] 
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(25) Each sector contains about one million word tokens (Malášková, 2015: 82-86) 

o Nouns 

Vartalla (2001) distinguishes nouns that are typically used as hedging devices into three 

distinct categories: nonfactive assertive nouns (26) conveying different degrees of 

tentativeness in reporting either the views of one’s own of those of others, tentative cognition 

nouns (27) indicating that what is being said is not to be taken categorically, and nouns of 

tentative likelihood (28) implying that the information put forth does not apply invariably 

(Vartalla, 200: 140). In addition to these, Malášková proposes understatement nouns (29) 

conveying humility in terms of what has been achieved, and research process nouns 

(Malášková, 2015: 91-92).  

(26) In order to investigate the proposition […] 

(27) The provisions also reflect the belief that […] 

(28) Another possibility  is related to the personality traits of many women 

entrepreneurs (Vartalla, 2001: 140-3) 

(29) The following is an attempt to provide criteria for […] (Malášková, 2015: 92) 

 

o Adjectives 

 Vartalla (2001) divides adjectives commonly employed in hedging into three 

semantically distinct categories: probability adjectives (30), adjectives of indefinite frequency 

(31), adjectives of indefinite degree (32), and approximative adjectives (33). These categories 

largely correspond with those of adverbs with epistemic potential discussed above. 

(30) […] we seek to investigate possible relationships that can be built upon in future 

research 

(31) We used the usual frequency of exposure […] 

(32) Significant amounts of cracking occur parallel to, but not in, the fillet near the 

leading edge of the pressure side.  

(33) […] and the film thickness curve is usually quite close to that of the neat oil.  

(Vartalla, 2001: 135-138) 

 

o Pronouns 

First-person (34) and second-person (35) pronouns are often employed in hedging, 

indicating speaker- or hearer- involvement (Johansen, 2020). 
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(34) no but I think it’s easier when you’re at an --UNCLEAR WORD (ibid., 96) 

(35) and I don’t mind the first years but I’d like to mix them with (.) kind of fourth 

years and masters students you know so you get a bit more of a spread cos you 

get intolerant of (.) I shouldn’t you know but (ibid., 99) 

 

2.3.3.2.2 Non-lexical means 

 
In terms of non-lexical means, hedging is often realized through conditional clauses 

(36), tag questions (37), passivization (38), and other clausal constructions (Fraser, 2010: 23-

24). 

(36) If you’re going my way, I need a lift back. 

(37) He’s coming, isn’t he? 

(38) Many of the troops were injured (ibid., 23-24) 

2.3.4 Hedging in the context of ILP 

 

Hedging in SLA context is a subject to interlanguage pragmatics (ILP), an 

interdisciplinary domain which combines elements of SLA and general pragmatics, and 

focuses on L2 learners’ acquisition of pragmatic competence, especially their ability in using 

and learning the second language (Yu, 2009:1). Nevertheless, “compared to the large body of 

research on non-native speakers’ use of pragmatic knowledge, few studies have examined the 

acquisition of pragmatic competence by adult non-native speakers” (Kasper & Schmidt, 1996: 

149). Focus has primarily been given to the ways NNSs’ pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic 

knowledge differs from that of NSs and among learners with different linguistic and cultural 

backgrounds. Hence ILP has been a study of SL use rather than SL learning (ibid., 150). The 

present study aims to fill in the gap of ILP by providing data for further developmental 

research. 

2.3.5 Hedging in NNSs 

 

Despite the fact that the majority of studies related to hedging has primarily been focused 

on NSs, a few IL studies shed light on the development of these pragmatic features in NNSs. 

In a study on the IL of German learners of English, Kasper found out that modality reduction 
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took place in the foreign language speakers’ speech. To be more precise, she documented that 

“modality was present in an early stage of their speech act planning but did not occur in its 

surface realizations.” (Kasper, 1979: 274). She concludes attributing modality reduction to 

their “generally low awareness of modality as a pragmatic category” (ibid., 276). 

Further research on ILP has provided more concrete data concerning reduction in L2 

learners’ expression of modality: they showed a rather limited variety of modal expressions 

compared with that of NS of the TL. For instance, Kärkkäinen (1992) found that “Finnish 

learners of English use fewer expressions of epistemic modality than NSs of English. They 

have less variation in the expressions and stick to a few favorite ones like I think” (Markkanen 

& Schröder 1997: 13). It has also been suggested that L2 learners prefer explicit modification, 

(e.g. I think) to the implicit ones. Färch and Kasper (1989) attribute this preference to the fact 

that explicit expressions are longer and have their own propositional content and illocution. 

The ILS on hedging mentioned above deal with spoken discourse, however, there have 

been studies focusing on development of hedging in L2 learners in written discourse as well, 

revealing very similar tendencies. Ventola & Mauranen (1990) suggest that Finnish learners 

of English tend to stick to a relatively narrow range of ‘safe’ expressions of epistemic 

modality, showing a considerably less variation in these expressions than NSs. Clyne (1991) 

was concerned with the role of the learner’s L1 and their native culture on their acquisition of 

hedging devices. His study of written discourse confirmed his assumption of transfer taking 

place: German scholars writing in English displayed a tendency to hedge more frequently and 

in more complex ways in both their L1 and L2 than NSs of English, following the norms of 

their native culture in their L2. In contrast, Salager-Meyer (1994), whose primary focus is 

hedging in research papers and case reports in English medical written discourse, arrives at a 

conclusion that “the vagueness used to present information is frequently overlooked by NNSs 

of English,”. (Salager-Meyer, 1994: 164), attributing this fact to the lack of information on 
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hedging devices available in textbooks. He proposes students should be made more aware of 

the need to mediate their claims through ‘sensitization and translation exercises’ and 

‘rewriting exercises’. (ibid., 165).  

In her contrastive study on the use of hedging in Finnish speakers of English and NSs of 

English, Nikula (1997) confirmed the assumption that “hedging is a difficult thing to master 

in a foreign language and it does not develop automatically along general language 

proficiency”. (Nikula, 1997: 202). The results of her work revealed both quantitative and 

qualitative differences. Overall, NNSs tended to use hedging considerably less than NSs of 

English. Their repertoire of hedging devices was considerably smaller, and they appeared to 

favor one hedging device in particular, I think. As opposed to NSs, they used it almost 

exclusively in an utterance-initial position, and they did not combine it with other hedging 

devices in order to emphasize its mitigating function. This contributed to a false impression 

that they “wanted to bring their views into focus rather than mitigate them” (ibid., 198).  On 

the whole, explicit modifiers, i.e., approximators and shields (as in Prince et al. 1982 or 

Johansen, 2020) such as sort of or I think were employed far more often than implicit 

modifiers, i.e., expressions implying ego- or other- involvement corresponding to Johansen’s 

speaker- and hearer- oriented hedging devices. The lack of implicit modifiers such as I mean 

or you know was partly responsible for the impression that NNSs sounded generally more 

detached and more formal. Nikula (1997) argues that this may be caused by the fact that 

“these expressions are all very much part of informal, face-to-face register, which has not 

been the focus of formal language teaching at schools and which the speakers, consequently, 

have little access to” (Nikula, 1997: 197). This claim is supported by the fact that two NNSs 

who had spent a longer period in an English-speaking country performed much better in terms 

of implicit modifiers. Nikula’s data therefore suggest that “experience of authentic informal 

use of language can improve speakers’ pragmatic skills” (ibid., 197). 
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2.4 Study abroad (SA) 

 

Study abroad may be broadly defined as “academic experience that allows students to 

complete part of their degree program through educational activities outside their country,” 

(Sanz & Morales-Front, 2018: 1) and its tradition dates back to the 17th century Grand Tour, 

which enabled young European men of sufficient means and rank to gain new knowledge in 

languages, art, and geography. Surprisingly enough, SA had not received sufficient attention 

of SLA scholars until 1990s (ibid., 1). The research on SA has so far focused mainly on 

contrasting the effects of formal instruction (FI) with those of SA, the underlying assumption 

being that the combination of immersive setting and formal classroom learning provides the 

best conditions for language development (ibid., 1). However, little empirical evidence has 

been gathered (Freed, 1995: 12) to turn this assumption into a fact, partially due to the fact 

that the resulting level of proficiency is determined by a variety of internal and external 

factors.  

2.4.1 The effect of SA on pragmatic competence 

 

SA is generally perceived as an ideal environment for enhancing pragmatic competence, 

since it provides “the most direct access to input and interactions with NNSs.” (Ren, 2018: 

120). “Participation in everyday activities that are mediated through L2 offers learners a 

chance to observe and practice contextually appropriate use of language, experience real-life 

consequences of language behavior, and be exposed to pragmatic variation in different 

settings” (Vidal & Shively, 2019: 356). However, further research on ILP also suggests that 

the students’ pace of development can be slow if they are not given corrective feedback. 

These findings imply that it is highly facilitative for L2 students to attend classes targeted on 

L2 while benefiting from the extensive input in SA setting. Other variables that play a crucial 

role in acquiring pragmatic competence are length of stay, proficiency level, and intensity of 

interaction. (Ren, 2018: 124). 



 29 

3. Material and method 
 

3.1 The Czerasmus English Learner Corpus 

 

The data used for the present analysis were obtained from a small learner corpus called 

Czerasmus English Learner Corpus, which centers on language development in the SA 

context. As the name implies, it relates to Czech students taking part in the Erasmus+ 

Programme. The compilation was initiated and supervised by PhDr. Tomáš Gráf Ph.D. from 

the Department of English Language and ELT Methodology at Charles University. He and his 

colleagues interviewed and recorded twenty-one students before and after their SA. Nineteen 

out of these twenty-one recordings were subsequently transcribed according to Louvain 

International Database of Spoken English Language (LINDSEI) transcription guidelines.2  

As for the interviewees, all of them were native speakers of Czech in their early to mid- 

twenties. Three of them were male, fifteen female. They were enrolled in one of the following 

study programmes: Bachelor of Arts in English and American studies, or Master of Arts in 

English Language and Linguistics. As students of these study programmes, they all had to 

pass an entrance exam to prove their English proficiency was B2 or higher, according to 

CEFR3 classification. Furthermore, they were required to pass a progress test at C1 level in 

the course of their studies (Sobolevská, 2020: 21). Their proficiency is thus expected to vary 

between lower C1 (C1-) and C2, which means they may be regarded as advanced learners of 

English.  

All participants went on their Erasmus+ to one of the five destinations in Europe. 

Fourteen students went on Erasmus+ to the United Kingdom: nine spent their SA in England, 

 
2 See https://uclouvain.be/en/research-institutes/ilc/cecl/transcription-guidelines.html. Accessed 17 July 2021. 
3 See https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/cefr/ Accessed 17 July 2021. 

https://uclouvain.be/en/research-institutes/ilc/cecl/transcription-guidelines.html
https://www.cambridgeenglish.org/exams-and-tests/cefr/
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and four in Scotland. Three participants studied in the Republic of Ireland and two 

participants took a SA in Germany. 

England (UK) 9 

Scotland (UK) 4 

Republic of Ireland 3 

Germany 2 

Table 1. Erasmus+ destinations of the 18 Czerasmus English Learner Corpus 

participants, adapted form Sobolevská (2020) 

 

3.2 Data for the present study 

 

For the purposes of the present study, a subcorpus consisting of four interviews selected 

from the aforementioned Czerasmus English Learner Corpus was created.  The selection 

aimed at adjusting the material for the limited scope of a bachelor’s thesis and achieving 

homogeneity in terms of the participants’ variables. As Table 2 indicates, the interviewees 

selected for this subcorpus are all female native speakers of Czech, who were at the point of 

recording students of 2nd grade of Master of Arts in English Language and Linguistics. They 

have reported to have studied English 17 years before their SA. All went on Erasmus+ to the 

UK, more specifically, to England. Two of them spent a semester in Sheffield, the other two 

in Canterbury.  

 Age Sex L1 Years 

studying 

English 

BA / 

MA 

Year 

of 

study 

Course Terms Erasmus 

university 

S1 24 F Czech 17 MA 2 ÚAJD 1 UK, Sheffield 

S2 24 F Czech 17 MA 2 ÚAJD 1 UK, Sheffield 

S3 24 F Czech 17 MA 2 ÚAJD 1 UK, Canterbury 

S4 24 F Czech 17 MA 2 ÚAJD 1 UK, Canterbury 

Table 2. The participants of the present study 
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3.3. Method 

 

Once the material for the study was selected, I examined the orthographic transcripts of 

the interviews (both pre- and post-) and subsequently identified all hedging devices, classified 

them according to Johansen’s (2020a) functional framework. As has been indicated in the 

theoretical section, Johansen’s system consists of three main categories, i.e., hedging within 

the proposition (P), hedging between the proposition and the speaker (P-S), and hedging 

between the speaker and the hearer (S-H). These categories are further subdivided into seven 

subcategories, i.e., adaptors (A), rounders (R), understaters (U), plausibility shields (PS), 

attribution shields (AS), speaker-oriented hedges (SOH), and hearer-oriented hedges (HOH). 

In order to avoid excessive compromising, I identified an eighth subcategory, the members of 

which did not seem to belong to any of the subcategories outlined in the theoretical section. 

This subcategory was adopted from Johansen’s dissertation (Johnasen, 2020b) and labelled 

general extenders (GE), “general because they are non-specific and extenders because they 

extend otherwise grammatically complete utterances” (Johansen 2020b: 139). The resulting 

distinction complemented with examples may be seen in Table 3 below. 

 

 
Types of hedging 

strategies 

General 

characteristics 
Meaning / example(s) 

Within the 

proposition 

Adaptors (A) 
indicate 

nonprototypicality 

not exactly, e.g., sort of, 

not really 

Rounders (R) 
indicate 

imprecision 

more or less (three), e.g. 

approximately (three) 

not always, e.g., usually 

General extenders 

(GE) 

indicate a wider 

semantic scope; 

loosen interpretation 

of the NP 

and + NP: and things 

or + NP: or something 

Understaters (U) 

under-represent the 

state of affairs; 

downplay the 

importance of the 

whole proposition 

It was a bit 

embarrassing. 

(In fact, it was very 

embarrassing) 
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Between the speaker 

and the proposition 

Plausibility 

Shields (PS) 
indicate uncertainty  

I think, I guess, maybe, 

probably, I am not sure 

Attribution 

shields (AS) 
according to, they said 

Speaker-oriented 

hedges (SOH) 

create distance 

between the speaker 

and the proposition 

as far as I know, I have 

to say, I don’t know,   

Between the speaker 

and the hearer 

Hearer-oriented 

hedges (HOH) 

establish a common 

ground, invite H to 

the conversation 

isn’t it? 

you know 

Table 3. A modified version of Johansen’s (2020a) functional classificatory framework 

The addition of an eighth subcategory resolved the most pressing issues, yet the 

classification process remained relatively complicated, especially because the borders 

between the individual subcategories are fuzzy and the subcategories sometimes overlap. 

Since it was not possible to label a single hedging device as two different categories at once 

due to quantitative assessment, I had to compromise deciding which category fits the 

particular device better. As a result, each category contains more and less prototypical 

representations. 

 In the case of adaptors (A), kind of and sort of in the sense of ‘not exactly’4 may be 

deemed the most prototypical instances since they were mentioned as the most typical 

examples in Prince et al. (1982) and Johansen (2020a). Not really and not so may be 

considered less prototypical since they include the negative particle and were not mentioned 

in any of the aforementioned studies. Quite, a bit, like, almost, in a way, etc. may be seen as 

least prototypical since they are much more context-dependent and require much more 

attention in the classification process. This is partially because the same realizations appear in 

other (sub)categories as well. For illustration, a bit is often employed as an understater, the 

main function of which is to “under-represent the state of affairs” (Merkkanen and Schröder, 

1997: 7).  In cases where a bit describes the state of affairs realistically, i.e., in the sense of 

 
4 Instances of sort of and kind of in the sense of “a type of” were not included since they do not express 

tentativeness and may thus not be identified as hedges. 



 33 

‘somewhat’ or ‘kind of’ as in ‘It was a bit interesting’, it was categorized as an adaptor. The 

same applies to the other nonprototypical instances of adaptors as well.  

As for rounders (R), expressions denoting imprecision in terms of measurement, e.g., 

approximately, about, at least may be seen as most prototypical as they form the core of this 

category in Prince et al. (1982) and Johansen (2020a). Devices implying imprecision in terms 

of frequency, e.g., sometimes, usually, often may be viewed as less prototypical as they are 

not explicitly related to rounders in these studies. At the same time, they are connected to 

frequency, which entails measurement to a certain degree. Expressions such as like, basically, 

or something like that may be deemed the least prototypical for the same reasons stated for 

adaptors. For instance, like is often used as a speaker-oriented hedge, “downplaying a 

potentially dogmatic delivery and thus playing a face-saving role” (Johansen, 2020b: 132-

133). However, when used in an approximative function (usually with numbers or adverbs of 

frequency), it was categorized as a rounder. 

 General extenders (GE), expressions that indicate a wider semantic scope and thus 

loosen interpretation of the nominal phrase (Andersen, 2010: 43), were relatively easy to 

classify, as their definition largely relies on a fixed form: conjunction (and, or) + NP, e.g., 

and things like that, or something and syntactic position (clause-final). Only few disputable 

instances appeared, and those were connected to imprecise numbers or frequency. These 

were, as may be evident from the previous paragraph, classified as rounders.  

 Regarding understaters (U), devices that modify a part of the proposition to make the 

whole claim more acceptable for the hearer, expressions conventionally denoting a low 

degree or quantity, e.g., a (little) bit and quite used to convey a high degree or quantity in 

order to achieve a more polite expression, e.g., a bit in 

(39) I had to book a room a quiet room so I could record it there and they didn’t want 

to do it so . so a bit (U) complicated 
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employed to communicate ‘really complicated’ may be seen as most representative. What 

may be seen as less representative of this category the employment of interesting in the sense 

of ‘difficult’ or ‘complicated,’ and not the best ones indicating ‘really bad ones’.  

 In the case of plausibility shields (PS), parenthetical 1st person pronoun + verb, e.g., I 

think, I am not sure, I guess, I don’t know may be regarded the most typical realizations as 

they express uncertainty on the part of the speaker most explicitly. Modal adverbs, e.g., 

probably, perhaps, maybe and modal verbs, e.g., may, might, could in epistemic use may be 

deemed less typical as they enable the speaker’s uncertainty to go less explicit. Periphrastic 

expressions that include the speaker only implicitly, e.g., it feels, it looks, it seems may be 

seen as least typical. 

 As for attribution shields (AS), the preposition according to enabling the speaker to 

attribute a belief to someone else and adverbs such as presumably, apparently, supposedly 

allowing them to hide the source of the proposition may be regarded as most representative as 

they form the core of this category in Prince et al. (1982) and Johansen (2020a). More 

informal expressions performing the same function(s), e.g., people say, they said, I’ve heard 

may be seen as less representative as they are more context-dependent and thus more difficult 

to identify. 

 Speaker-oriented hedges (SOH), devices designed to create a distance between the 

speaker and the proposition, are the most context-dependent group, and thus it is not very 

surprising that their realizations vary widely. They might be realized by any lexical or 

syntactic device, ranging from a single word to a complex sentence. The most typicial 

realizations include like, let’s say, I don’t know, as far as I know, I have to say.  

 Hearer-oriented hedges (HOH), expressions aiming at creating a common ground 

between the speaker and the hearer, are, on the other hand, relatively easy to identify, as they 

relate to the hearer and thus usually include the 2nd person pronoun you or rising intonation. 
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One of the most common realizations is the pragmatic marker you know that appeals to actual 

or fictive knowledge between the interlocutors (Beeching, 2016: 98), and tag questions, e.g., 

isn’t it? that create a common ground through inviting the hearer into the conversation 

(Brown and Levinson, 1987: 101).  

▪ Other disputable areas 

 Other disputable areas in terms of classification included compound hedges, 

repetitions, and incomplete utterances. In case of compound hedges, hedging devices 

consisting of a number of smaller units that work together to intensify the force of the 

mitigation (Salager-Meyer, 1995), I considered each unit separately, provided that they are 

able to perform the same function independently on each other. For instance, in 

(40) my plane got delayed by about (R) five hours or something (R) 

 
about and or something were classified as two separate rounders as they proved to be able to 

work independently on one another. 

As for repetitions where the hedging device appears multiple times as the speaker 

attempts to rephrase the sentence rather than intensify the mitigation, the hedge was only 

included once in the analysis. For example, in  

(41) I cannot really I couldn’t really (A) choose 

really was considered as a single adaptor. In contrast, in cases where the speaker 

seemed to repeat the hedging device deliberately in order to make their claim more tentative, 

it was included in the analysis as many times as it was repeated. For instance,  

(42) maybe (PS) maybe (PS) 

was considered as two separate plausibility shields. 

 Regarding incomplete utterances where the hedging device is present but the part of 

the utterance to be hedged is missing, the hedge was included in the analysis provided that the 
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meaning of the missing part of the utterance is recoverable form the context. For example, a 

bit of a in 

(43) the subject is offered here for the summer term <overlap /> so: (er) that's: 

<overlap  /> a little bit of a (A) (erm) . like:  taking it instead of the course 

  

was included in the analysis as the context implied the missing word is ‘recompense’. In 

contrast, not really in 

(44) you can’t really if you aren’t .. 

could not have been included in the analysis as the phrase to be modified is not as easily 

recoverable.  

4. Analysis 

4.1 Quantitative assessment 

 

After I examined the original transcripts, I deleted all interviewer’s turns as they were no 

longer relevant for the analysis. As soon as all <B> turns were erased, I calculated the number 

of tokens produced by each speaker (S1-S4) in each interview (pre- and post- Erasmus). Table 

4 shows the difference in the number of tokens in the original transcripts and the modified 

ones: 

  S1 S2 S3 S4 

  pre post pre post pre post pre post 

all turns 3309 3333 4221 4752 3084 3439 3593 3151 

S turns 2354 2483 3095 3386 1986 2337 2160 2267 

Table 4. The number of tokens produced in each interview 

 

With numbers of tokens produced by individual speakers, I was able to calculate 

relative frequencies that provide comparable figures as to possible changes in production of 

hedging devices. As done in most studies of this sort, I used rates per hundred words (phw). 

To this end, I divided the number of hedging devices by the number of tokens produced by 

the corresponding speaker in the corresponding interview and multiplied it by 100. To 
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illustrate, S1’s pre-Erasmus rate of adaptors was calculated dividing 6 by 2354 and 

multiplying it by 100. 

 

  S1 S2 S3 S4 

  N phw N phw N phw N phw 

A 6 0.25 22 0.71 11 0.55 6 0.28 

R 3 0.13 9 0.29 6 0.3 22 1.02 

GE 7 0.3 2 0.06 3 0.15 2 0.09 

U 3 0.13 7 0.23 8 0.4 3 0.14 

= P = 19 0.81 40 1.29 28 1.41 33 1.53 

PS 39 1.66 14 0.45 24 1.21 10 0.46 

AS 2 0.08 1 0.03 1 0.05 0 0 

SOH 7 0.3 8 0.26 6 0.3 7 0.32 

= P-S = 48 2.04 23 0.74 31 1.56 17 0.79 

HOH 0 0 20 0.65 0 0 2 0.09 

= S-H = 0 0 20 0.65 0 0 2 0.09 

Total 67 2.85 83 2.68 59 2.97 52 2.41 

Table 5. Individual speakers’ relative frequencies of hedging devices before SA 

 

Table 5 shows the rates pre-SA. The values ranged from 0.81phw to 1.53phw for 

hedging within the proposition (P), from 0.74phw to 2.04phw for hedging between the 

proposition and the speaker (P-S), and from 0.00phw to 0.65phw for hedging between the 

speaker and the hearer (S-H). As may be seen in Table 5, there was only one speaker whose 

rate exceeded the value of 2.00phw, and that was Speaker 1 with her P-S rate of 2.04phw. As 

for the total rates, they were relatively stable and ranged from 2.41phw to 2.97phw.  

 

  S1 S2 S3 S4 

  N phw N phw N phw N phw 

A 23 0.93 25 0.74 8 0.34 11 0.49 

R 21 0.85 13 0.38 18 0.77 11 0.49 

GE 5 0.2 1 0.03 1 0.04 5 0.22 

U 6 0.24 4 0.12 7 0.3 4 0.18 

= P = 55 2.22 43 1.27 34 1.45 31 1.37 

PS 14 0.56 10 0.3 39 1.67 10 0.44 
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AS 1 0.04 2 0.06 1 0.04 2 0.09 

SOH 4 0.16 10 0.3 11 0.47 11 0.49 

= P-S = 19 0.77 22 0.65 51 2.18 23 1.01 

HOH 1 0.04 10 0.3 0 0 0 0 

= S-H = 1 0.04 10 0.3 0 0 0 0 

Total 75 3.02 75 2.22 85 3.64 54 2.38 

Table 6. Individual speakers’ relative frequencies of hedging devices after SA 

Table 6 shows the rates post-SA. Here the values ranged from 1.27phw to 2.22phw for 

hedging within the proposition (P), from 0.65phw to 2.18phw for hedging between the 

proposition and the speaker (P-S), and from 0phw to 0.3phw for hedging between the speaker 

and the hearer (S-H). As may be seen in the table, Speaker 1 did not maintain her PS rate – it 

dropped from 2.04phw to 0.77phw. Yet there were two speakers whose rate exceeded the rate 

of 2phw, and that was Speaker 1, with her P rate of 2.22phw and Speaker 3 with her P-S rate 

of 2.18phw. As for the total rates, they varied ranging from 2.22phw to 3.64phw. 

 

Figure 2. P (= hedging within the proposition) rates of individual speakers before and 

after SA 
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Figure 2 contrasts individual speakers’ rates of hedging within the proposition (P) pre 

and post Erasmus. The most significant difference may be observed in Speaker 1, whose 

production of hedging within the proposition was 2.7 times higher after SA. This is mainly 

due to the notable increase in her production of adaptors (+ 0.68phw) and rounders 

(+ 0.72phw). As for the other speakers, the difference in their production of hedging within 

the proposition was not very significant. As Figure 2 demonstrates, Speaker 2 and Speaker 4 

display a minor drop, while Speaker 3 shows a slight increase. The average increase is thus 

only 0.32phw. 

 

Figure 3. P-S (= hedging between the proposition and the speaker) rates of individual 

speakers before and after SA 

Figure 3 shows the difference in the speakers’ production of hedging between the 

proposition and the speaker (P-S). The most significant difference may again be observed in 

Speaker 1, whose PS rates were 2.6 times lower after SA. This could be explained by a major 

drop in the production of plausibility shields (-1.10phw). Another noticeable difference may 

be seen in Speaker 3, whose P-S rates were 1,4 times higher after SA. This was presumably 
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caused by a slight increase in her production of plausibility shields (+0.36 phw). Regarding 

the two remaining speakers, the difference in their production of hedging between the 

proposition and the speaker was again not very significant. On average, the PS rate decreased 

by 0.13phw. 

 

Figure 4. S-H (= hedging between the speaker and the hearer) rates of individual speakers 

before and after SA 

Figure 4 draws a comparison between the rates of hedging between the speaker and 

the hearer pre and post Erasmus. The only significant change may be observed in Speaker 2, 

whose S-H rate was surprisingly 2.2 times lower after SA. This may be explained by her 

decreased production of the pragmatic marker you know in the second interview. The 

remaining speakers produced only a negligible amount of hedging devices (if any) oriented 

towards the hearer, and thus the differences in S-H rates are not very substantial. It is thus not 

very surprising that the general tendency is a slight decrease (-0.10phw) in hedging between 

the speaker and the hearer.  
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Figure 5. Total rates of individual speakers before and after SA 

Finally, Figure 5 contrasts individual speakers’ total rates. The most significant change 

was found in Speaker 2 and Speaker 3. While Speaker 2’s total rate was 1.2 times lower after 

SA, Speaker 3’s was 1.2 times higher. As for the other speakers, the difference in their 

production of hedging devices was not very significant. As Figure 5 shows, Speaker 1 

displays a slight increase, while Speaker 4 shows a minor decrease. The general tendency thus 

seems to be a slight increase (+ 0.09phw). 

After compiling the results, I carried out a chi-square test, using the korpus.cz corpus 

calculator (Cvrček, 2020) to find out whether the differences in the production rate of the 

respective categories and overall are in fact statistically significant. Table 7 shows that the 

only statistically significant change was the decrease in hearer-oriented hedges and in its 

parent category, i.e., hedging between the speaker and the hearer: 
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 p 

A p > 0.05 

R p > 0.05 

GE p > 0.05 

U p > 0.05 

= P = p > 0.05 

PS p > 0.05 

AS p > 0.05 

SOH p > 0.05 

= P-S = p > 0.05 

HOH p < 0.05 

= S-H = p < 0.05 

Total p > 0.05 

Table 7. Statistical significance of results in the total rates before and after SA 

When I compared the rates of individual speakers, I found out that there were nine 

statistically significant results, as shown in Table 8. Four of them indicate a significant 

increase (marked in green) and five of them indicate a significant decrease (marked in orange) 

in the production of hedging devices. What increased was the production of rounders (R) in 

S3, and adaptors (A), rounders (R), and generally hedging within the proposition (P) in S1. 

What decreased was the rate of plausibility shields (PS) and generally hedging between the 

proposition and the speaker (P-S) in S1, rounders (R) in S4, hearer-oriented hedges (HOH) and 

generally hedging between the speaker and the hearer (S-H) in S2. 

The small amount of statistically significant results as well as their inconsistency may 

be attributed to the small number of participants, short length of the participants’ SA, or the 

differing contents of the interviews (pre/post). In order to achieve statistically significant and 

consistent results, a much larger study would have to be conducted. This study itself, 

however, may not positively conclude that SA has significant influence on the production rate 

of hedging devices in the speech of advanced NNSs of English. 
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Table 8. Statistical significance of results within individual speaker rates  

4.2 Qualitative assessment 

 

In this section, I will focus on the qualitative, rather than quantitative differences in 

the speakers’ use of hedging devices. More specifically, I will investigate the context and co-

text in which the devices occurred, their position within a sentence or an utterance, their 

potential to constitute compound hedges, the range of their realization forms, and variation.  

The sections on the subcategories that were frequently identified in the material, i.e., 

adaptors (A), rounders (R), and plausibility shields (PS), will be provided with a more 

detailed analysis of the differences in the use of hedging devices in individual speakers before 

and after SA. The sections on subcategories that were not found in all speakers or did not 

display much variation will be discussed in more general terms.  

o Adaptors (A) 

As has been outlined in section 3.3, adaptors were commonly realized through adverbs of 

indefinite degree, e.g., kind of, sort of, quite, a bit etc. and adverbs with negative particle 

 S1 S2 S3 S4 

A p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

R p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p < 0.05 p < 0.05 

GE p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

U p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

= P = p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

PS p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

AS p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

SOH p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

= P-S = p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

HOH p > 0.05 p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

= S-H = p > 0.05 p < 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 

Total p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 p > 0.05 
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‘not,’ e.g., not really, not that, not so etc. As for their syntactic position, they usually appeared 

in premodification, modifying the following nouns, adjectives, or verbs. (45) They also 

occurred in postmodification (46), modifying the preceding nouns, though this happened very 

rarely. 

(45) the teachers . sort of: (A) (erm) were .. acting around us 

(46) this seminar will be a bit (A) relaxing . <overlap /> in a way (A) 

 

As has been mentioned in the previous sections, Speaker 1 generally produced 

considerably fewer adaptors in the pre-SA interview. Furthermore, the range of their 

realization forms was significantly smaller than in the post-SA interview. After the SA, she 

used almost four times as many adaptors as before, and her repertoire of these devices seems 

to have doubled. Surprisingly enough, the rate of adaptors combined with other hedging 

devices lowered dramatically: in the pre-SA interview 67% of adaptors were incorporated in 

compound hedges (47), while in the post-SA interview it was only 4%.  

(47) it might (PS) be a bit (A) interesting 

In contrast, Speaker 2 did not display any significant changes in terms of frequency or 

variation. Before SA, she seemed to have favored two adaptors in particular, i.e., not really 

and quite. She stuck to these adaptors even after SA, producing a slightly larger amount of the 

former and almost twice the amount of the latter. On the other hand, she employed twice as 

many compound hedging devices (48) after SA than before SA.  

(48) this seminar will be a bit (A) relaxing . <overlap /> in a way (A)  

 

 Speaker 3’s production of adaptors quite surprisingly lowered both in frequency and 

variation. While before SA she displayed a relatively wide range of these pragmatic markers, 

after SA she narrowed it to mere three realizations. This could be attributed to her sticking to 

one realization form in particular, i.e., sort of. Furthermore, the rate of adaptors employed in 
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compound hedges has more than doubled, and the combinations used after SA were much 

more elaborate, consisting of up to four units (49). Moreover, she displayed interesting 

combinations with sort of. In connection with the understater a little bit, sort of intensified the 

mitigating function (50), while in connection with the intensifier very, it rather decreased the 

mitigating effect (51). 

(49) I guess (PS) the tendency (AS) is . <overlap /> sort of (A) . general yeah 

towards (R) that 

(50) the first thing that sort of: (A) was a little bit (U) striking was that (erm) but that’s 

just like a formality thing (SOH) (erm) that (em) everyone addresses the teachers by 

their first name 

(51) yeah it it’s sort of (A) very informal 

Speaker 4 used few adaptors and there were no significant changes in terms of 

frequency or variation over time. She seemed to prefer those including the negative particle 

‘not’, i.e., not really, not so. Their number doubled in the post-SA interview, which implies 

her preference for these devices has reinforced in the course of SA. Furthermore, she 

displayed a number of compound hedges (52) in the post-SA interview, which was not the 

case in her pre-SA interview. This may be due to the fact that she had fully realized the 

pragmatic potential of these compounds in course of the SA. 

(52) they were not the best ones (U) I definitely prefer the seminars modules . we have 

here but: they were not so (A) bad (SOH) 

o Rounders (R) 

As has been outlined in section 3.3, rounders were typically realized through adverbs of 

indefinite degree, such as approximately, about, mostly, adverbs of indefinite frequency, such 

as sometimes, usually, approximative like, disjunctive general extenders indicating 

imprecision of measurement such as or something, or something like that, expressions 

indicating range such as between…and, from…to, or inserted clauses such as I don’t know. 

They usually co-occurred with numbers, temporal expressions, and geographical regions. 
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Syntactically, they appeared both in pre- (53) and postmodification (54), though the former 

was more common. 

(53) my plane got delayed by about (R) five hours 

(54) a week or so (R) 

As has been discussed in the previous section, Speaker 1 generally produced considerably 

fewer rounders in the pre-SA interview. Furthermore, the range of their realizations was 

significantly smaller than in the post-SA interview. After the SA, she used three times as 

many rounders as before and her repertoire of these devices almost tripled. Moreover, she 

started using them in combinations with other hedging devices. The most frequent was the 

combination of rounders about and or something. In one case, this hedging unit was even 

supplemented with a plausibility shield I think (55). 

(55) I bought about (R) .. I think (PS) thir= thirty books or something (R)   

Speaker 2 displayed a rather mediocre number of rounders in the pre-SA interview; 

however, the repertoire of realizations was relatively wide. After SA, both frequency and 

variation slightly increased. Also, she started employing rounders in compound hedging (56), 

which was not the case before SA. 

(56) you wouldn’t actually .. recognise that he is not native after like (R) three 

sentences or <overlap /> something (R) 

Speaker 3, on the other hand, performed poorly in terms of both frequency and variation 

before SA. She seemed to have stuck to one ‘favorite’ rounder, i.e., approximative like. In all 

cases, like was employed in connection with numbers (57). Nevertheless, she performed much 

better after SA – the number of rounders tripled, and the range of realizations quintupled. Like 

seemed to have withdrawn to the benefit of other hedging devices indicating approximation, 

such as at least (58).  
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(57) it cost us like twenty five thousand each 

(58) I really enjoyed . at least (R) two of the three courses that I that I took 

Speaker 4 also showed preference for approximative like in the pre-SA interview. 

Nevertheless, unlike Speaker 3, she used it in combination with other rounders, i.e., about, 

usually, between…and. Compared to S3, she displayed much more variation, which she 

maintained. However, she did not maintain the high frequency – the number of hedges 

lowered to almost one third. Approximative like only appeared once in the post-SA interview, 

this time in combination with almost. Besides that, no other compound hedges occurred. 

o General extenders (GE) 

General extenders, also referred to as set-marking tags (Andersen, 2010), vague tags 

(Channel, 1994), and vagueness tags (De Cock et al., 1997) constitute a class of hedges that 

“indicate a wider semantic scope and a loose interpretation of the nominal phrase” (Andersen, 

2010: 43).  They typically occur in clause-final position and have the basic form of 

conjunction and noun phrase. (Overstreet, 1994: 4). Depending on the conjunction, they may 

be divided in two different categories: adjunctive (and + NP) and disjunctive (or + NP), or 

alternatively, endocentric and exocentric general extenders (Romero-Trillo, 2015). 

Since the fixed form and syntactic position does not allow much variation, a discussion on 

quantitative and qualitative differences in individual speakers over time would be rather 

redundant. It could be concluded that the majority (46 %) of GEs identified in the subcorpus 

was produced by Speaker 1. Out of the 26 general extenders identified in the subcorpus, 14 

(54 %) were classified as adjunctive and 12 (46 %) as disjunctive. The most common GEs 

were and things like that (occurred 8 times), and or something (occurred 6 times). 
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o Understaters (U) 

Understaters occurred with sensitive topics such as prices, costs, cultural differences, 

critique, self-praise, self-conceit, and hopes and wishes that could be seen as selfish. Their 

main function was to modify a part of the proposition within a potentially face-threatening act 

to make the utterance more acceptable for the hearer. Their frequency was largely dependent 

on the content of the interview (participants who discussed sensitive topics were more likely 

to employ understaters in their speech). As was the case for general extenders, there was not 

much variation in the speakers’ use of understaters. Generally, speakers displayed 1-4 

different realizations in each interview. The most frequently used understaters were a little bit 

(36% of realizations), and a bit (29% of realizations), and quite (17% of realizations). All of 

them except for Speaker 4 combined them with other hedging devices in order to achieve a 

more polite expression. The largest number of compounds were found in Speaker 3, who also 

displayed the most elaborate hedging units, consisting of up to 4 subunits (59). 

(59) I find (PS) actually the British one more interesting and a little bit (U) more 

like (SOH). cultivated <laughs> <overlap /> let’s say (SOH) 

 

o Plausibility shields (PS) 

Plausibility shields appeared very frequently in the material. Most often, they indicated 

uncertainty or doubt on the part of the speaker. One of their common realizations was through 

parenthetical 1st person pronoun + verb, such as I think, I feel, I guess. In this case, the force 

of the mitigation depended largely on the position of these devices within an utterance. As a 

rule, the mitigation effect was greater when these expressions appeared in utterance-medial or 

utterance-final position. Other frequently used realizations were modal verbs expressing 

epistemic modality, such as may, might, could and modal adverbs, such as maybe, probably, 

perhaps. 
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As has been discussed in the previous sections, Speaker 1 produced a considerable 

number of plausibility shields in the pre-SA interview. Furthermore, her repertoire of 

plausibility shields was relatively wide. She seemed to favor the adverb maybe, which could 

be interpreted as transfer from Czech, where the adverbial ‘možná,’ (maybe) works as a main 

device for expressing epistemic modality. Nevertheless, the modal verb might also appeared 

in her speech quite frequently. Besides these two, she showed preference for parenthetical I 

think. A large part of these markers occurred in utterance-medial or utterance-final position 

which emphasized their mitigating function. (60) In cases where I think appeared in utterance-

initial position, it was mostly combined with other hedging devices that made it clear that the 

initial I think is meant to mitigate the speaker’s views, rather than bring them in focus (61). 

After SA, the frequency of I think decreased considerably, and it only appeared into medial or 

final position. Surprisingly enough, the number of plausibility shields dropped significantly 

after SA and their repertoire considerably narrowed.  

(60) officially it ends on the eighteenth <overlap /> I think (PS) 

(61) I think (PS) it could be (PS) a . great experience and that . perhaps (PS) different . 

educational systems or something (GE) I don’t know (SOH) 

Speaker 2, on the other hand, performed much more poorly in terms of both frequency 

and variation. In the pre-SA interview, she used mainly parenthetical I think. The marker was 

mostly placed in the utterance-initial position and usually it was not combined with other 

hedging devices. As a result, it seemed that the speaker wants to emphasize rather than 

mitigate her claims. (62) The tendency to place I think in utterance-initial position was 

maintained even after SA.  

(62) I think (PS) I’m passionate because otherwise I wouldn’t stay there  

Same as the former two speakers, Speaker 3 showed preference for I think before SA. The 

marker appeared mainly in utterance-initial position, however in many cases it was 
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incorporated in compounds that increased the force of the mitigation. After SA, I think 

withdrew for the benefit of a parenthetical construction that did not occur in her speech before 

SA, i.e., I guess. To date, I guess accounted for 74% of plausibility shields she produced after 

SA. Although I guess is generally more tentative than I think, it still co-occurred with other 

hedging devices (63). 

(63) I guess (PS) the locals there are not really (A) I wouldn’t use the use the word 

(SOH) friendly 

Interestingly enough, I think did not occur in Speaker 4’s pre-SA interview at all. She 

seemed to favor one plausibility shield in particular, i.e., the modal adverb maybe. Maybe 

occurred even in the post-SA interview, though less frequently. Unlike Speaker 1, she did not 

use modal verbs such as may or might. This supports the previously discussed assumption that 

the frequent use of maybe is caused by the differences in expressing epistemic modality in 

English and Czech. 

o Attribution shields (AS) 

Attribution shields usually occurred with propositions the speakers wanted to avoid 

personal responsibility for. The propositions in question were typically claims for which they 

lacked sufficient evidence. Nevertheless, it should be pointed out that attribution shields 

occurred only rarely in the material and their realizations differed considerably from those 

found in Prince et al. (1982) or Hyland (1996). This is presumably due to the type of data 

being examined.  

Attribution shields occur frequently in written discourse, especially in scientific texts that 

require their authors to quote other authors in order to gain more credibility. However, within 

informal spoken discourse, there are no such expectations. In the material I examined, only a 
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few instances were found, and these attributed the proposition to somebody else (64), 

including general human agent (65), or hid the source of the proposition (66,67). 

(64) some friends who who who were in Sheffield before they said (AS) that it is 

possible to talk to the teacher and that they will allow you to sign for these courses as 

well 

(65) cos people say (AS) that it’s like (A) (eh) industrial or ugly 

(66) two little children a boy and a girl with supposedly (AS) their dog 

(67) I guess (PS) the tendency (AS) is  . <overlap /> sort of (A) . general yeah 

towards (R) that 

 

o Speaker-oriented hedges (SOH) 

Speaker-oriented hedges commonly occurred where the speakers wanted to distance 

themselves from their claims that could be seen as imprecise, impolite, or otherwise socially 

inappropriate, and thus face-threatening. It is thus not very surprising that their frequency was 

largely dependent on the contents of the interview; speakers who often found themselves in 

situations provoking fear of losing face were more likely to use speaker-oriented hedges in 

their speech. The critical situations in question may be easily identified in the transcripts as 

they include a large number of speaker-oriented hedges, often in combination with other 

hedging devices. One of these situations may be illustrated by example (68), which comprises 

of Speaker 1’s monologue on her expectations about England: 

(68) well (em) I I’ve always loved England so it’s really exciting for me . to: to go to 

England and: (em) . well I hope to meet some . new people . perhaps (PS) . hopefully 

British cos I’ve heard (AS) there are a lot of . Polish and (eh) . Muslims . that . yeah 

certainly new people new friends <coughs> . different cultures so it’s . really. (eh) I I 

like the: the difference and . looking at different people and different cultures (SOH) 

and . so I think (PS) it could be (PS) a . great experience and that . perhaps (PS) 

different . educational systems or something (GE) I don’t know (SOH) because I have 

. no idea how it works in England (SOH) I’ve heard (AS) that . they’ve got more . 

homework . that they don’t do a lot of . work at school that . they don’t have classes 

they just have some . project which they work on <overlap /> so </B> 

Shortly after the opening in which she expresses her excitement, Speaker 1 produces a claim 

that could be interpreted as racially prejudiced, and thus face-threatening. She presumably 

realizes this as she speaks, and hedges her potentially controversial proposition with a 
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speaker- oriented hedge in which she expresses her fondness for diversity. A number of 

hedging devices follow, further downplaying her problematic claim by implying her lack of 

knowledge about the English culture.  

As the speaker-oriented hedges within the excerpt may suggest, the realization forms of 

this class of hedges varied widely, depending on the context. Yet, there were realizations that 

appeared in more than speaker, such as focuser like (69), let’s say (70), as far as (71), hedges 

on illocutionary force such as I have to say (72), and I don’t know, often combined with an 

explanation for the speaker’s lack of knowledge (73). 

(69) cos their English <overlap/> was too good to take them as foreign like (SOH). 

Foreign accent but not native like 

(70) and then I had two: (erm) let’s say (SOH) . didactic seminars 

(71) as far as I know (SOH) they don’t have (eh) institute of phonetics there 

(72) I’m quite (A) . relieved I have to say (SOH) because . (erm) <overlap /> there’s a 

lot of: duties involved there 

(73) I don’t know (SOH) I don’t have . children so I I can’t tell (SOH) 

o Hearer-oriented hedges (HOH) 

Hearer-oriented hedges appeared rarely in the material and were almost exclusively 

realized by the pragmatic marker you know. Speaker 1, Speaker 3, and Speaker 4 used this 

hedging strategy very seldom, or not at all. This may be due to the fact that you know is 

“primarily used to express intimacy and rapport with the hearer,” (Ajimer, 2002: 180) that are 

mostly reserved for other types of relationships beyond the student-tutor one. 

91% of all hearer-oriented hedges was produced by Speaker 2, all of which were realized 

by the pragmatic marker you know. Before SA, she used 5 % of these markers in utterance-

initial position, where it is commonly used to “attract attention in general terms or to draw 

attention to something in particular which acts as a prelude to the main proposition” 

(Beeching, 2016: 103) (74), 45% in utterance-medial position, where it is typically used to 

“repair and invite co-construction either of the content or the formulation of the message,” 
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(ibid.) (75) and 40% of these markers in utterance-final position, where it is usually employed 

to “reinforce the message, implying that the proposition is self-evident” (ibid.) (76). After SA, 

the rate of instances of you know in both utterance-initial and utterance-final position 

diminished to 10%. The remaining 80% instances of you know occurred in utterance-medial 

position, serving as an invitation for the hearer into the conversation. (77) 

(74) it you know (HOH) . I was I was different so they .. (em) called me names a lot 

(75) so eventually you learn how to . you know (HOH) . where to .. (eh) <laughs> m= 

turn etcetera 

(76) but if you start early then it’s <overlap /> it’s quite (A) . easy you know (HOH) 

(77) I made this connection that you know (HOH) . (er) with all of them (erm) 

Similarly as the pragmatic marker you know used in utterance-medial position, question 

tags are a common device to invite the hearer to co-construct meaning. While these devices 

occurred very frequently in Johansen (2020a), they were absent in the material examined in 

the present study. This may again be attributed to the context in which the conversation takes 

place, i.e., an informal interview. The context of an interview raises certain expectations for 

both interlocutors: the interviewer is supposed to ask questions, while the interviewee is 

expected to answer them. The participants’ not using tag questions may thus display the 

speakers’ conforming to their role within the conversation rather than deliberate formality or 

detachment. 

5. Discussion 
 

The qualitative results of the present study seem to largely correspond to the results found 

in the previously conducted studies related to pragmatic competence. Same as the participants 

of studies conducted by Ventola & Mauranen (1990), Kärkkäinen (1992), and Nikula (1997), 

Speakers 2-4 displayed a rather limited range of expressions denoting epistemic modality, 

sticking to a relatively narrow range of ‘safe’ expressions, such as I think, I guess, maybe.  
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As has been outlined in section 4.2, I think and I guess occurred in both utterance- initial 

and medial/final position. Unlike in the study carried out by Nikula (1997), I think and I guess 

in the utterance-initial position were in a large number of cases accompanied by other hedging 

devices that made it clear that the main function of these devices is to mitigate the speaker’s 

claims rather than bring them into focus.  

Similarly as in Clyne (1991), a transfer from L1 seemed to have taken place. As has been 

indicated in section 4.2, Speaker 1 and Speaker 4 showed preference for the modal adverb 

maybe. While Speaker 1 displayed other expressions of epistemic modality, mainly the verbs 

may, might, and could, Speaker 4 stuck almost exclusively to maybe. As has been discussed in 

4.2, this may be due to the difference in expressing epistemic modality in English and Czech; 

while English offers a variety of expressions of epistemic modality, Czech largely relies on 

the modal adverb in question. 

Same as in Nikula (1997), the speakers employed far more explicit modifiers, e.g., sort of 

(A), or I think (PS), than implicit ones, e.g., I mean (SOH), you know (HOH). As the examples 

demonstrate, implicit modifiers signal ego- and other- involvement in the conversation and 

correspond to Johansen’s speaker- and hearer- oriented hedges. Their low frequency in the 

transcripts generally produced a false impression of detachment. Unlike in Nikula, (1997) 

their frequency did not increase after SA, and thus the present study may not positively 

conclude that “experience of authentic informal use of language can improve speakers’ 

pragmatic skills” (Nikula, 1997: 197). 

6. Limitations 
 

As has been suggested in section 2., one of the limitations that largely influenced the 

analysis and its quantitative results was the inherent subjectivity in the process of 

classification. An optimal way to resolve this issue would be to designate a certain number of 
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raters to identify and classify hedging devices in one or more transcripts on the basis of the 

given framework and subsequently assess inter-rater agreement. This is, however, beyond the 

scope of a bachelor’s thesis.  

Other limitations determined by the limited scope of a bachelor’s thesis include a limited 

number of participants and the resulting limited number of hedging devices within the 

subcorpus. Besides that, the results may have been influenced by the relatively short length of 

the participants’ stay (1 semester), level of proficiency (the participants were very proficient 

already before their SA, and thus the changes in their use of hedging devices may not be that 

salient), and the differing contents of the interviews (in the pre-SA interview they largely 

discuss their expectations, while in the post-SA interview they describe their actual 

experience, which leaves more space for critique and may thus have a more face-threatening 

potential). 

Finally, there might have been individual differences such as the varying intensity and 

quality of exposure (participants who frequently interacted with NSs were presumably more 

likely to acquire the pragmalinguistic or sociopragmatic information than those who avoided 

interaction or interacted almost exclusively with NNSs) or the effect of potential formal 

instruction accompanying the effects of the immersive environment.   

7. Summary and conclusion 
 

The aim of the present study was to analyze the use of hedging devices in the speech of 

four advanced learners of English before and after a semester in an English-speaking country. 

In the theoretical part, evolution of the concept of hedging was reviewed as well as the 

functional and formal frameworks commonly used for classification of these devices. 

Johansen’s (2020a) functional framework was examined in more detail as it was later used for 



 56 

the practical part. Subsequently, an overview of research on hedging in NNSs was provided, 

together with an outline of SA and its effects on pragmatic competence.  

In the practical part, the material and method used for the present thesis were described, 

and subsequently the results were presented. The hypothesis of this study was that the use of 

hedges increases in frequency or in quality, the underlying assumption being that SA 

represents an ideal environment for enhancing pragmatic competence. The quantitative part of 

the analysis aimed to find out whether there had been any significant changes in the frequency 

of the speakers’ use of hedges. A test on statistical significance revealed a number of 

significant changes, including both increase and decrease in the production of hedging 

devices. The inconsistency of results among the participants made it impossible to simply 

conclude the frequency overall and of specific types of hedging devices increases after a SA. 

The qualitative part of the analysis focused on the context and co-text in which the 

devices occurred, their position within a sentence or an utterance, their potential to constitute 

compound hedges, the range of their realization forms, and variation. Its results suggest that a 

decrease in an individual’s production rate does not necessarily entail a decline in their 

pragmatic competence. In fact, the participants of this study showed quite the opposite. For 

instance, Speaker 1 displayed a major drop in the production rate of the pragmatic marker 

I think. However, she seemed to have ceased using it in utterance-initial position, where it 

often produces a false impression that the speaker wants to bring their views into focus. After 

SA, she used it exclusively in utterance-medial or utterance-final position, where its 

mitigating function became more salient. 

Similarly, Speaker 2 displayed a major drop in her production rate of the pragmatic maker 

you know followed by a change in quality. Before SA, she often used it in utterance-final 

position, in which it reinforced, rather than mitigated the proposition. After SA, she seemed to 

have abandoned this tendency, using the hearer-oriented marker mainly in utterance-medial 
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position, which gave an impression she became more aware of her interlocutor and his wish to 

actively participate in the conversation. 

The study suggests quantitative and qualitative changes took place in the production of 

hedges in NNSs after a SA. However, they were not consistent enough for general 

conclusions to be drawn. The analysis may have been influenced by the limited number of 

participants, the short length of their stay, their high level of proficiency, the contents of the 

interview, or individual differences not indicated in the corpus’ metadata, e.g., the intensity or 

quality of exposure. In order to confirm or disprove the present hypothesis, more research in 

the field of interlanguage pragmatics is needed. 
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Resumé 
 

1. Úvod 

Cílem této práce je přispět do výzkumu v oblasti mezijazykové pragmatiky, která se dosud 

zabývala zejména rozdíly v projevech pragmatické zdatnosti mezi rodilými a nerodilými 

mluvčími. Tato studie se svým směřováním odchyluje od hlavního proudu výzkumu a 

soustředí se výhradně na vývojový aspekt pragmatické zdatnosti, jenž byl v odvětví 

mezijazykové pragmatiky dlouho zanedbáván.  

Pragmatická zdatnost je v této práci nahlížena skrz hedging, neboli prostředky 

zmírňující dopad projevu. Jak už napovídá předchozí definice, hedging je v řeči užíván ke 

zmírnění nepřesných, nezdvořilých, či jinak společensky nevhodných výroků. Cílem této 

práce je zjistit, zda má studijní pobyt v anglicky mluvící zemi vliv na kvantitu či kvalitu 

těchto projevů v řeči nerodilých mluvčí angličtiny a prošetřit tak hojně rozšířenou domněnku, 

že pobyt v prostředí, kde student denně přichází do kontaktu s cizím jazykem, má výrazný 

vliv na jeho pragmatickou zdatnost. 

 

2. Teoretická část 

Teoretická část této práce se zabývá třemi stěžejními tématy: pragmatickou zdatností, 

teorií zdvořilosti, a hedgingem neboli prostředky zmírňujícími dopad projevu. Sekce 2.1 se 

věnuje pragmatické zdatnosti, která je definována jako „schopnost vyjádřit zamýšlené sdělení 

včetně nuancí daných socio-kulturním kontextem a rozumět sdělením jiných mluvčí tak, jak 

byly míněny.“ Stejně tak jako gramatická zdatnost, tj. schopnost vytvářet gramaticky správné 

celky, pragmatická zdatnost je nejčastěji získána vlivem působení jazykového a 

sociokulturního kontextu. Jak ale napovídají data získaná v oblasti experimentální 

psychologie, samotné vystavení se těmto vlivům není dostatečným předpokladem pro nabytí 
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pragmatické zdatnosti. Aby se daný mluvčí stal pragmaticky zdatným, je nutné, aby cíleně 

věnoval pozornost tomu, jakými prostředky ostatní mluvčí vyjadřují své záměry. Tento proces 

může velmi usnadnit facilitátor (v kontextu osvojování prvního jazyka tuto funkci běžně plní 

rodič, v kontextu osvojování druhého jazyka učitel), jehož role na tyto souvislosti poukazovat. 

Nicméně v praxi je pragmatika ve výuce cizích jazyků mnohdy opomíjena, což může mít za 

následek, že absolventi jazykových kurzů působí v určitých situacích neohrabaně, či dokonce 

nezdvořile. 

Sekce 2.2 se věnuje zdvořilosti, a to zejména rámci teorie zdvořilosti Brownové a 

Levinsona (1987). Tato teorie je založena na sociologickém pojmu ‚tváře,‘ který se objevuje i 

v běžně mluveném jazyce (viz slovní spojení „ztratit tvář“ či „zachovat tvář“ v češtině) a 

představuje veřejnou image, kterou si pro sebe nárokuje každý účastník společenských 

interakcí. Tvář sestává ze dvou složek, jimiž jsou pozitivní tvář a negativní tvář. Pozitivní tvář 

představuje touhu být akceptován jinými členy společnosti, zatímco negativní tváří se rozumí 

právo na svobodné jednání.  

 Ve snaze zachovat tvář sobě samým musí účastníci sociálních interakcí dbát i na 

zachování tváře ostatních zúčastněných. Jejich vzájemná spolupráce ale často bývá ohrožena 

akty, které jsou ve své podstatě tvář ohrožující, např. projevy nesouhlasu či příkazy. V těchto 

situacích mluvčí volí vhodnou komunikativní strategii, a to tak, aby snížil ohrožení tváře na 

minimum a zároveň dosáhl svého komunikačního cíle. Pro tuto práci jsou nejdůležitější 

strategie, které napravují potenciální újmy na tvářích účastníků skrz vyzdvihnutí jejich 

pozitivní nebo negativní stránky (positive and negative politeness strategies). 

 

 Sekce 2.3 se zabývá prostředky zmírňujícími dopad projevu (tzv. hedges), obecně 

užívaných zejména ke zmírnění nepřesných, nezdvořilých, či jinak společensky nevhodných 

výroků. Hned na okraj je třeba podotknout, že pojetí hedges se velmi různí. Zatímco Lakoff, 

jenž jako první použil tento pojem ve své práci, chápal hedging jako čistě sémantický prvek, 
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autoři, kteří jej později převzali (např. Lakoffová, Fraser nebo Brownowá a Levinson) s ním 

pracovali v rovině řečových aktů, čímž jej plynule převedli do sféry pragmatiky. 

V návaznosti na Fraserovo rozlišení propositional hedging, tj. hedging modifikující 

výpověď nebo její část, a speech act hedging, tj. hedging modifikující vztah mezi mluvčím a 

výpovědí, vznikla řada rámců, které tyto prostředky klasifikují na základě jejich funkce, mezi 

nimi Princeová a kol. (1982), Hübler (1983), a Caffiová (1997, 2007). Hyland (1996, 1998), 

jenž zkoumal hedging v akademickém jazyce, rozšířil stávající klasifikační rámce o reader-

oriented hedges, tj. prostředky modifikující vztah mezi autorem a čtenářem. Tato kategorie se 

v pragmatice uchytila, soudě na základě skutečnosti, že se v pozměněné verzi objevila 

v nedávno publikované studii (Johansenová, 2020), která se hedges zabývá v kontextu 

hovorového jazyka. Vzhledem k povaze zkoumaného materiálu, tj. hovorový jazyk, byl 

klasifikační rámec této studie zvolen pro analýzu této práce.  

 

3. Materiál a metoda 

 

Data použitá pro tuto studii pocházejí z The Czerasmus English Learner Corpus, korpusu 

sestávajícího z 36 rozhovorů s 18 pokročilými studentů angličtiny, kteří se zúčastnili pobytu v 

zahraničí v rámci studijního programu Erasmus+. Jak už číselné údaje v předchozí větě 

napovídají, každý z účastníků byl nahrán dvakrát, a to před a po výjezdu do zahraničí. Pro 

účely této práce byl vytvořen subkorpus o 8 rozhovorech se 4 mluvčími. Důvodem snížení 

objemu dat byl omezený rozsah bakalářské práce a potřeba minimalizovat rozdíly mezi 

jednotlivými mluvčími, které by mohly ovlivnit výsledky analýzy.  

Subkorpus vytvořený pro účely této práce sestává z rozhovorů se studentkami 2. ročníku 

magisterského programu ‚Anglický jazyk a didaktika‘ na Filozofické fakultě Univerzity 

Karlovy. Na základě požadavků kladené na studenty tohoto oboru lze usuzovat, že jejich 
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úroveň angličtiny se pohybuje v rozmezí C1 až C2. Všechny účastnice strávily semestr 

v Anglii; první dvě studovaly na univerzitě v Sheffieldu a další dvě v Canterbury.  

Po vytyčení rozsahu zkoumaných dat byly v materiálu identifikovány hedges, 

tj. prostředky snižující dopad projevu. Jak uvádí předchozí oddíl, tyto prostředky byly 

klasifikovány podle funkčního rámce Johansenové (2020). Teno funkční rámec zahrnuje 3 

hlavní kategorie: hedging within the proposition, tj.  prostředky modifikující výpověď nebo 

její část, hedging between the proposition and the speaker, tj. prostředky modifikující vztah 

mezi mluvčím a výpovědí, a hedging between the speaker and the hearer, tj. prostředky 

modifikující vztah mezi mluvčím a posluchačem.  

Hedging within the proposition se dále dělí na: adaptors značící neprototypičnost, 

rounders vyjadřující nepřesnost a understaters zlehčující reálný stav poměrů. Hedging 

between the proposition and the speaker se dále člení na plausibility shields značící nejistotu 

mluvčího, attribution shields přisuzující výpověď někomu jinému nebo skrývající zdroj 

výpovědi a speaker-oriented hedges umožňující mluvčímu distancovat se od vlastních 

výroků. Hedging between the speaker and the hearer obsahuje pouze jednu podkategorii, a 

tou jsou hearer-oriented hedges vybízející posluchače, aby se zapojil do konverzace. Mimo 

těchto sedm jmenovaných podkategorií byla pro účely klasifikace vymezena ještě osmá, do 

níž byly zařazeny neurčité dovětky (general extenders), které nespadaly ani do jedné z 

existujících podkategorií. 

 

 

4. Výsledky 

 

 

Analýza odhalila jak kvanitiativní, tak kvalitativní změny v užití hedges nerodilými 

mluvčími před a po studijním pobytu v anglicky mluvící zemi. Co se týče kvantitativních 

změn, studie odhalila dva statisticky významné rozdíly, a to pokles v počtu prostředků 

modifikujících vztah mezi mluvčím a posluchačem (hedging between the speaker and the 
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hearer) a nepříliš překvapivě jejich jediné podkategorií, speaker-oriented-hedges. Srovnání 

frekvencí hedges u jednotlivých mluvčích přineslo devět statisticky významných rozdílů, 

z nichž čtyři ukazovaly nárůst a pět z nich pokles v počtu užitých prostředků.  

Kvalitativní analýza ukázala, že pokles v četnosti hedges nemusí vždy znamenat úbytek 

pragmatické zdatnosti. Snížení počtu hedges v některých kategoriích, jako např. plausibility 

shields či hearer-oriented hedges bylo často doprovázeno změnou v kvalitě. Například I 

think, tedy ‚myslím si,‘ které se před studijním pobytem často objevovalo v počáteční fázi 

výpovědi, a působilo tak falešným dojmem, že mluvčí chtějí přivést pozornost na svou 

výpověď, se po jejich návratu ze studijního pobytu v některých případech přesunulo 

doprostřed či na konec výpovědi, kde jasně signalizuje, že jeho hlavní funkcí je pravý opak, 

tj. snížení dopadu této výpovědi. 

Podobně tomu bylo u you know, tedy ‚víš‘, popřípadě ‚víte (co),‘ které se před studijním 

pobytem krom prostřední části výpovědi objevovalo i na jejím konci, kde tuto výpověď spíše 

zdůrazňovalo naznačujíc, že její sdělení je zcela zřejmé. Po návratu mluvčích ze studijního 

pobytu se you know z velké části přesunulo do středu výpovědi, kde vyzývalo posluchače, aby 

se podílel na utváření významu či formy výpovědi a zapojil se tak do rozhovoru. 

 

5. Diskuze 

Jelikož studií zaměřených na vývoj v užití hedges u nerodilých mluvčí v čase existuje jen 

malé množství, nebo nejsou veřejně přístupné, rozhodla jsem se výsledky této studie porovnat 

alespoň s výsledky kontrastivních studií, které povětšinou srovnávají užití hedges u rodilých a 

nerodilých mluvčí angličtiny. Data zjištěná v analýze v mnohém odpovídaly výsledkům 

studie Nikulové (1997), která odhalila, že nerodilí mluvčí mají tendenci ulpívat na úzkém 

okruhu výrazů naznačujících nepřesnost či nejistotu, které jsou z velké části tvořeny tzv. 

explicitními modifikátory jako sort of, tedy ‚jaksi‘ či I think, tedy ‚myslím si‘. Nízké 
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množství implicitních modifikátorů jako I mean, tedy ‚chci říct‘, nebo ‚you know,‘ tedy ‚víš,‘ 

respektive ‚víte (co)‘ má často z následek, že mluvčí ve svých projevech působí nezaujatě 

nebo příliš formálně. 

Nicméně na rozdíl od účastníků studie Nikulové (1997) ukázali účastníci této studie 

schopnost kombinovat hedges a utvářet tak větší celky (compound hedges), které násobí 

zmírňovací efekt výpovědi, čímž dávají jasně najevo, jaká je jejich funkce ve výpovědi. Mimo 

to projevili po návratu ze zahraničí schopnost rozlišit funkční významy pojící s pozicí hedges 

ve výpovědi.  

 

6. Limitace 

 

Podobně jako jiné vědecké práce, i tato má svá úskalí. Největším z nich byla vedle 

omezeného rozsahu bakalářské práce a s ním souvisejícím malým množstvím analyzovaných 

dat subjektivita vlastní procesu kategorizace. Ideálním způsobem, jak se vypořádat s tímto 

problémem, by bylo stanovit určitý počet raters, tj. spolupracovníků, kteří by nezávisle na 

sobě vyhodnotili jeden nebo více přepisů rozhovorů, a jejich výsledky následně porovnat. 

Nicméně to už bohužel je nad rámec bakalářské práce. 
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Appendix 1 

Since Czerasmus English Leaner Corpus is not publicly accessible, I will only provide 

2 samples to protect the data within it. The first sample contains the original transcription, 

while the second one consists of the tagged transcription: 

Sample 1 – Speaker 4 post SA 

<A> <overlap/> (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) how about the other courses how did you find the 

teaching and everything </A> 

<B> well the first thing that sort of: was a little bit striking was that (erm) but that’s just like a 

formality thing (erm) that (em) everyone addresses the teachers by their first name </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> which is a little bit .. odd . for for <overlap/> me </B> 

<A> <overlap /> (mhm) it is yeah (mhm) </A> 

<B> yeah it it’s sort of very informal (mm) </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> but I guess it helps (erm) it helps the[i:] atmosphere in the seminars a little bit because 

the teachers we had they weren’t that . old I guess or like </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> they were . (erm) not far from our age so I guess it was a little bit more like it (er) [brief] 

it contributed to whole cooperation </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> in the class </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> and every= everyone was talking little bit more than than here I guess </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> (erm) so it was this friendly atmosphere and: it felt like . (erm) . the teachers . sort of: 

(erm) were .. acting around us as if we were like not that it doesn’t happen here <laughs> 

</B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> but (erm) but like we were like their fellow . researchers </B> 

<A> right </A> 

<B> or .. one big group </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> not not the teacher and the students </B> 

<A> (mhm) (mhm) <overlap /> (mhm) </A> 

<B> <overlap /> which was an interesting .. experience <overlap/> but I guess both models 

work <chuckles> </B> 

<A> <overlap /> (mhm) .. (mhm) you see I I thought that was a strong point of our 

department in a way but (eh) . but (er) </A> 

<B> well ... I I I ho= well it’s I I guess here it’s <overlap /> different with every . teacher 

every lecturer it’s it’s different </B> 

<A> <overlap /> it’s dif= . (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) right (mhm) </A> 

<B> but there .. I guess the tendency is . <overlap /> sort of . general yeah towards that </B> 
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Sample 2 – Speaker 4 post SA tagged 

<A> <overlap/> (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) how about the other courses how did you find the 

teaching and everything </A> 

<B> well the first thing that sort of: (A) was a little bit (U) striking was that (erm) but that’s 

just like a formality thing (SOH) (erm) that (em) everyone addresses the teachers by their first 

name </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> which is a little bit (U) .. odd . for for <overlap/> me </B> 

<A> <overlap /> (mhm) it is yeah (mhm) </A> 

<B> yeah it it’s sort of (A) very informal (mm) </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> but I guess (PS) it helps (erm) it helps the[i:] atmosphere in the seminars a little bit (U) 

because the teachers we had they weren’t that . old I guess (PS) or like (SOH) </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> they were . (erm) not far from our age so I guess (PS) it was a little bit (U) more like it 

(er) [brief] it contributed to whole cooperation </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> in the class </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> and every= everyone was talking little bit (U) more than than here I guess (PS) </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> (erm) so it was this friendly atmosphere and: it felt (PS) like . (erm) . the teachers . sort 

of: (A) (erm) were .. acting around us as if we were like not that it doesn’t happen here (SOH) 

<laughs> </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> but (erm) but like we were like their fellow . researchers </B> 

<A> right </A> 

<B> or .. one big group </B> 

<A> (mhm) </A> 

<B> not not the teacher and the students </B> 

<A> (mhm) (mhm) <overlap /> (mhm) </A> 

<B> <overlap /> which was an interesting .. experience <overlap/> but I guess (PS) both 

models work (SOH) <chuckles> </B> 

<A> <overlap /> (mhm) .. (mhm) you see I I thought that was a strong point of our 

department in a way but (eh) . but (er) </A> 

<B> well ... I I I ho= well it’s I I guess (PS) here it’s <overlap /> different with every . teacher 

every lecturer it’s it’s different </B> 

<A> <overlap /> it’s dif= . (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) (uhu) right (mhm) </A> 

<B> but there .. I guess (PS)  the tendency (AS) is  . <overlap /> sort of (A) . general yeah 

towards (R) that </B> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


