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ABSTRACT

Academic discourse is written to cater for a patéic audience and like any other text contains ahthor’s
interpretation of his discourse. The author neg¢egiaand persuades the reader to accept his in@ipreof the text in
discussion. One of the strategies used to convesgages in academic writing is the use of hedgimglgihg is used as a
rhetoric strategy to modify the definiteness ofudterance, or to modify the commitment of the autioothe propositions
he puts in a text. The use of hedges has the sr&wpal aspect in that they are used to indicatettie speaker does not
want to impose upon the hearer's desires or beliefie present study investigates the types of ingdgsed in the
discussion of medical research discourse. It aidabdishes the functions hedges perform in theseudsions and the
frequencies of particular hedges. The study wheduiantitative in nature established that hedgngsed frequently in the
discussions of medical research findings and thaas various functions as the authors present ¢keims with caution,
precision and humility. The study has a pedagogioglication and concludes that hedging is an esslenriting feature

in medical genres that needs to be given attemttoen teaching communicative skills to medical shisle
KEYWORDS: Hedging, Pedagogical, Research Discussions
INTRODUCTION

Hedging was first defined by George Lakoff in 1%&a word or phrase whose job is to make thingsyfoz less
fuzzy. Skelton (1986) developed this concept furtheadding that hedges are used to indicate aaasahey express the
extent researchers commit themselves to partiquitaportions by adding caveats such as ‘I thinkt sGirmaybe; or, it is
said’ in order to signal distance. Similarly, authanderline their support or enthusiasm with pésasuch as ‘there is no
doubt; I am sure; or, it is certain’ and so forttedging does not make the findings of the studyueagr fuzzy for it
clarifies the relationship between the speakertardoreposition. Prince et al (1982), explain tva¢ class of hedges is
responsible for fuzziness within the propositiomtemt, while the other class of hedges correlatéls fuzziness in the
relationship between the proposition content arel sheaker; that is, the speaker's commitment totrhign of the
proposition conveyed. In academic writing, hedgas lse defined as words, phrases or rhetoric tastish can make the
absolute truth or falsity of propositional contembre clear, or less clear and negotiate the degfregiter commitment to
the propositional content. That means that authedge their claims because hedges can strengtbegratijuments by
admitting limitations, uncertainties and the riglitpeers to participate in the ratification of kredge (Hyland, 1998).
Hedges therefore are polite strategies which ardifinations of the force of an assertion. Varttal2001) opines that
hedges are easily identifiable in terms of polisnbecause the author does not want to imposer tisroviews on the

reader since the latter may have their own areaserest within pragmatics.
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Classification of Hedges

Different linguist specialists have classified heslgn several sub-groups which express uncertahtthe
proposition or the speakers self commitment topgireposition. One way of hedging is shown by the efsenpersonal
phrases, the modal system, lexical verbs, intrayqihrases and the addition of —ish (e.g., shebhash eyes) to certain
adjectives. Prince, Frader and Bosk (1982) classify category of hedges as approximators. This ajpedges affects
the proposition content but not the speaker’'s camemt. For example, ‘His hair was sort of blackhe¥ call another
type of hedges ‘shields’ which does not affectgh@position content but indicates the author’s catmmnt. For example,
‘| think his feet were blue’. Rounds (1982), cldies another type of hedges which tends to disparseit off a source of
disagreement or argument. She calls this type dfée ‘diffusers’ which is indicated by the use afgpn, referencing,
avoidance and footnote.

Importance of Hedges in Academic writing

Although hedging is associated with vaguenessait assign responsibility for a particular propositiand
provide a more exact understanding of a situatipa besearcher. That means, hedges are not usply sarcover oneself
or to make things fuzzy in a negative connotatiohthey are also used to negotiate the right reptation of the state of
the knowledge under discussion. Powell (1985) gomit that hedges should not be perceived as lapsfprming a
descriptive purpose which might better have beevesehad it been encoded with precision; rathem déise case of vague
guantifying expressions such as most, many, fewsantbrth, vagueness may perform a sometimes higlibyectively
determined evaluative function in which an authqgpresses a judgement concerning the significanee aqpfantity. That
means that the researcher uses quantifying expresdeliberately for he is aware that he is hedgimg) does not want to
be precise in any way. If the author is not sureestain about a proposition, he should avoid alisadtatements which
might put him in an embarrassing situation if heigstioned. Instead, he should use modifiersderoto be on the safe

side.

Lakoff (1972) opines that students of language @aflg psychologists and linguistic philosophers/éadong
been attuned to the fact that natural language emiachave vague boundaries and fuzzy edges. Casrahgunatural
language sentences will be true to a certain extedtrespects and false to a certain extent apects A researcher may
be very certain of the truth of what he wants t@irol but hedges in order to negotiate some meaduilexbility for
himself and his claims, and avoid potential audéeagitation. Hedging may therefore allow the auttwowithdraw his
utterances gracefully and maintain his face regasdbf critical comments. Musa (2014), Serholt 204nd Chris &
Zawacki (2006) explain that scientific discours@d@t only content - oriented and informative bigoadims at convincing
and influencing the audience. Therefore, the catimts of vagueness and imprecision hedging conueycademic
discourse is useful and appropriate especiallyciangific research. According to the linguists,estific texts like any
other form of communication is supposed to be maioand should obey the same rules that charaeteweryday
ordinary communication where politeness is esseftf@mt means that hedging can serve as a usedtdmibal resource to
academic writers and must be viewed as another riapofeature of academic writing and not merelyaadecorative

addition to an otherwise informative text (Musal2@®).
Hedging in scientific Discourse

In science, hedging is essential since differeseaechers come up with different views about tfienlings.
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Theories are likely to change and that is why thsults are said to be indefinite. Scientific digseuconsists of
interactions among scientists in which the mainteraof face is crucial; scientists build alliantbat define what is
knowledge: the statement of the individual becomésct when it is accepted and used by a consaishe community.

In these interactions, certain Face Threatening Ate unavoidable and must redress with variouepeks devices
(Salager-Meyer 1994). Varttala (2001) argues tlegiging may allow the authors to bow out gracefaltyl protect their
reputation. This is because the original utteramcestuned down in order not to exclude the podsilmf being proven

wrong. Selinker (1979) observes that for every axation of the results, there is always an altereaxplanation that
another researcher might come up with. Hypothese$wa nature tentative and understated and thisfliscted in their

linguistic realization.

Objectives of the study

The primary goal of the study was to establish fleedagogical implications of hedging in the disocoissof

medical research discourse. The specific objecgeeght to:

. Determine the types of hedges used in the disausdimedical research discourse.
. Establish the frequency of hedges used in the siisons of medical research discourse.
. Establish the pragmatic functions of hedging indlseussions of medical research discourse.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY

The study used a descriptive survey design whicpleyed quantitative method since this was a cordeatysis
research. The corpus comprised twenty (20) disocnssections which were selected at random frorslastipublished in
medical journals as follows:

»  British journal of ophthalmology — 5 Articles.
» Cancer letters — 5 Articles.

» International journal of cancer — 5 Articles.

Journal of Head and face pain — 5 Articles.

The length of the discussion sections ranged frano772 words and the total number of words wag 4, All
the content and function words were counted, wéBlmpound nouns, percentages, initials and figuere wounted as one
word. Words or figures that were in brackets weoé counted. Data was analyzed using descriptivies8ts such as

percentages and frequencies.

In this corpus, the ‘comment’ was used to catemafbthe words or phrases which were identifiech@dges. That
way, there was no risk of classifying every adjgztor adverb used in the corpus as a hedge. Thataef of a comment
in this case was a word, phrase or statement micitated a speaker’s opinion or assertion abourehkalts. This was
expressed either directly or indirectly or by shegvicommitment or detachment. There were five typesomments
which were classified by different colour coding.

Data Analysis and Discussions

Data was analyzed as per each objective.
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Objective one: The types of hedges used in medisalarch discussions. The results are presentallal.

Table 1: Types of Hedges

. . Impersonal
Type 2 Use of passive F Referencing Phrases
Comments: Has been 6 Kerr has Our results
considered suggested suggest
Multiple
F
Type 3 Comments
Comments: Would seem 15
Type 4 Authprs =
Comments: feelings
' We feel 9
Justifying o Explaining
Type 5 results F | Indicating doubt F results F
Comments: Still not fully .
Reasonable 4 understood 3 Considerably| 39
Total Number of Comments =214

Type 1 Comments

Copula verbs, seems and appears, were used inutlg ® indicate the uncertainty of the propositiétor
example: ‘---It also seems possible that--- andéheppear to be----'.

Other verbs (not copula) used in the study weterapt and hoped’; while ‘tend and indicate’ seenwete used
when the author was fairly confident of the statemblodal auxiliaries such as could, may, and mggemed to express
both uncertainty and possibility, while should, tand will were used when the author seemed tongibmmself in his

statement. The use of adjectival and adverbialnes indicated a degree of possibility of the psitn or uncertainty.
Type 2 Comments

In this category the author seems to detach hinfisiti the truth of the proposition by presentingulés in the
third person. This is indicated by the use of pasgieferencing and impersonal phrases.

Type 3 Comments

This type of classification comprised multiple coemts and expressed a high degree of uncertaimpssibility

or authors views regarding the possibility. Forragée, at first glance, this may appear somewhat-etdpéve.
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Type 4 Comments

This type of comment was composed of the authowe comment and his commitment to the statement. The
comment has been indicated by the use of the profveei followed by a verb of thinking, feeling, grosing, suggesting

and so forth. For example, - ‘we feel his clinioatcome-‘, we suggest that this patient---

The other example is where the author is fairlytaiarof the proposition but would not like to contirhimself.
This was expressed by phrases such as to our kdgerié-or example, this is to our knowledge, thstfireport of an

association-------
Type 5 Comments

This classification consisted of any other commanhe corpus which could not fit well in the fifstur types of
comments because the author uses a different tiyp@proach to detach himself, For example, in otdejustify the
results, he uses lexical items such as reasonapfgppriate, merit consideration and so forth. Fstance, it seems

reasonable to try----, it might be appropriate to—

Where the evidence is not shaky and the authos fibalt it is not sufficient, he uses implicit exgsi®ns. For
example: ‘----are still not fully understood. Itdéficult to obtain----- there appears to be ghtisurvival advantage in---'.
In some other occasions, doubt has been expregst luse of conditional ‘if-clause’. For examples;if anything, the

cases have somewhat----and if true, suggests agigal role---'.

While explaining results, the author uses emoti@xakressions which are indicated by intensifyingetives and
adverbs. Examples of such intensifiers are ‘impilya extremely, most worrying’ and so on. For exden ‘most
importantly, the patients serum---- observationsvslextremely large------- ‘. When the author feelsitg confident and
committed in his statement, he uses signallingadsvsuch as “clearly, entirely, obviously, subs#gt and so on. For
example, ‘Nevertheless, our results clearly indieat the findings in our patient are entirely-1fi. other cases, emotional
emphatic expressions have been used to indicatesitfmficance of the results. Examples of such esgions are

“particularly encouraging, particular importancegsnstriking, and so on.
. Objective two: The frequency of hedges in medieakarch discussions. The analysis is presentedhlie 2.

Table 2: Total Number of Comments

Category Total | Percentage
Type 1 Comments 126 59
Type 2 Comments 18 8.4
Type 3 Comments 15 7
Type 4 comments 9 4.2
Type 5 Comments 46 21.4

Total 214 100

The information presented in table 2 shows that tycomment is a frequent feature in the discussianedical
research. The modal auxiliaries were used morestitiman the other lexemes- 72 (33.6%). That meaatsthley are used

with a purpose as the author selects his lexemeoaeefully and for a particular function.

. Objective three: Pragmatic functions of hedginghi@ discussions of medical research discourse rdhdts

are presented in Table 3
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Table 3: The Most Frequent Hedging Lexemes and TheFunctions

Lexeme Frequency | Percentage
May, may be 29 14
Could, could be 17 8
Appear, appears 13 6
Seems 11 5
Possible, possibility 11 5

In this corpus, ‘May’ is a very common feature witte highest percentage of all lexemes 34 (16%% lUsed
when the author wants to indicate a high degreprobability. ‘Could and would’ seem to be used whka author
expresses some possibility and uncertainty, whiteuse of ‘might’ seems to indicate a higher degfggossibility. ‘Can’
which is a rare feature in the corpus as it is usdg twice, seems to be more on capability in oase and possibility in
the other. Possibility in this case is signalledthiy addition of ‘be’ (can be), ‘Should, will andust’ were also rare as they
were used six times altogether. The frequencielexadmes in types 3 and 5 comments were not corgidas many

because they consisted of different items whichevggouped together in the same sub-category.

The total number of words in the corpus was 6,Zllde total number of lexemes which were counted as
comments (approximators and hedges) was 214. Tétitpuof the comments therefore is 34%. That méhere was one
(1) comment per every 29 words. This is not a sfiglire when one considers that the corpus waslsmal consisted of
20 discussion sections. Morale, Cassany, Marinv&ltand Pena (2007) in their study on the use ofé®mdh Hispanic
Dental Case Reports also found a high frequendyedfies: one hedge in every 24 words in the thre#oss of their

study
CONCLUSIONS AND PEDAGOGICAL IMPLICATIONS

The data analyzed shows that hedging is an eskamiting feature in medical genres that needs ¢ogbven
attention when teaching communication skills to moaldstudents. The frequent use of hedges in disonssections of
medical journals implies that they are used wilugpose to communicate a message rather thangirg ague. The fact
that modifying words and phrases have been usgdédrely (1 hedge for every 29 words) indicates thatauthor is using
an established style of this scientific genre whihised to communicate the message to the re@lisris shown by the

great care that the author takes to select thé leghme for each explanation.

Medical students should be aware of implicit expiwss in order to be effective readers and writdrscientific genres.
Selinker (1979:196) laments that students givestimae weight to observed facts and interpretatidfigat is difficult to
the native speakers of English is a major problenmdn-native speakers of English who strugglesrdetstand the
implicit phrases. The English for specific purpof€SP) teacher should train the students to fiednleaning of words as
used in the context. That means that the ESP teabbeld be well skilled in that field.
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