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a b s t r a c t 

The present study examines the relationship between the use of epistemic stance expressions (i.e., hedges and 
boosters) and task type, L2 proficiency, and individual authorial style in 1,773 essays representing three different 
kinds of tasks (complaint, letter, and opinion) written by 591 Finnish L2 English speakers on four different levels 
of proficiency (CEFR levels B1-C2). The results of the study show that the frequency of both hedges and boosters 
is mainly governed by task type, as the opinion tex contained a higher number of both hedges and boosters than 
the other tasks examined. Proficiency-related patterns were, nevertheless, also observed, as it was shown that in 
the complaint and opinion tasks, the frequency of both hedges and boosters tends to increase with proficiency, 
while in the letter task, the frequency of both ED types shows signs of decrease. Individual authorial style was 
shown to play a very limited role in the frequency of EDs in the data, but the results also suggest that the influence 
of authorial style may be greater with respect to boosters than it is with hedges. 
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. Introduction 

The ability to successfully develop and express a position on an ar-
ument is one of the key components of academic writing. To this end,
he expression of (un)certainty plays an important role, as it allows a
peaker to either recognize the existence of alternative points of view,
r conversely, completely close them down ( Hyland, 2005 , pp. 52–53).
n the framework of stance, expressions of (un)certainty are referred
o as epistemic stance markers (or epistemic devices, henceforth EDs),
hich are defined as “speaker comments on the status of information in
 proposition ” ( Biber et al., 2021 , p. 964). By using EDs, the speaker can
xpress either doubt or certainty towards a proposition, as exemplified
y (1) and (2), respectively (both examples retrieved from the learner
ata used in the present study). 

(1) It seemed to be quite all right. (56660-2-C2) 
(2) There is always two sides of one coin. (57401-3-B1) 

The use of EDs has often also been described as a challenge from the
oint of view of learning English as a second language (L2) as there is
oth a wide, grammatically heterogeneous range of lexical items used as
Ds, and, subsequently, a wide range of different meanings attributed to
hem (e.g., Bartley and Hidalgo-Tenorio, 2016 , p. 21; Hyland, 2005 , p.
33). In addition to this, the use of EDs has also been shown to greatly
ary across different contexts of language use (see e.g., Biber, 2006 ;
arsson, 2019 ), which presents a further challenge to learners looking
o master the use of EDs. 
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The use of EDs is also included in the functionally-oriented Com-

on European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR; Council of
urope, 2001 ). In the CEFR, different levels of proficiency are de-
cribed using “can-do ” statements that relate to multiple facets of lan-
uage use – with respect to propositional precision , for example, the ex-
ression of (un)certainty is first mentioned in reference to level C1,
here the learner is described as being able to for example “qualify
pinions and statements precisely in relation to degrees of, for exam-
le, certainty/uncertainty, belief/doubt, likelihood, etc. ” ( Council of
urope, 2001 , p. 129). This indicates that while EDs can be used on
ower levels of proficiency as well (see e.g., Pérez-Paredes and Díez-
edmar, 2019 ), they should become more salient from level C1 onwards;
n level C2, the use of EDs is described as becoming increasingly nu-
nced, as the learners should be able to “convey finer shades of meaning
recisely by using, with reasonable accuracy, a wide range of qualifying
evices ” ( Council of Europe, 2001 , p. 129). 

There is, nevertheless, fairly little research on how these descriptors
elate to empirical learner language (but see Pérez-Paredes and Díez-
edmar, 2019 ; Yoon, 2020 ). Moreover, previous research on the use of
Ds in both native and non-native language suggests that their use is also
nfluenced by register (e.g., Biber et al., 2021 ; Larsson, 2019 ), task type
e.g., Hinkel, 2009 ; Pérez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar, 2019 ; Yoon, 2020 ),
nd individual speaker styles (e.g., Gablasova et al., 2017 ), for example.
hus, understanding how these different writer- and text-related vari-
bles interact with ED use is an important step in describing how and if
he use of stance expressions can be used to distinguish between differ-
 17 December 2022 
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nt levels of proficiency. These descriptions can also be used to inform
oreign language teaching, for example, as they can be used to make in-
tructors aware of possible task- and proficiency-related patterns of ED
se. 

The present study aims to extend previous research by examining a
ide range of EDs used in texts representing three different tasks written
y Finnish learners of English on four levels of L2 proficiency (CEFR
evels B1–C2). In the present study, the focus is on the frequency of
Ds in individual texts. Accordingly, the paper discusses the following
uestions: To what extent is the frequency of i) hedges and ii) boosters
nfluenced by task type, the level of proficiency, and individual authorial
tyle in written L2 English? 

The article is structured as follows: in the following section, a brief
ummary of epistemic stance and previous research related to the vari-
tion of ED use across different contexts is provided. Section 3 , in turn,
escribes the material and methods used in the present study, while
ection 4 presents the results. The results are summarized and discussed
n Section 5 . Section 6 presents the concluding remarks and discusses the
imitations and implications of the study. 

. Background 

.1. Epistemic stance 

Epistemic stance is used for a variety of social functions: in addi-
ion to simply displaying certainty or uncertainty, it can be used to sig-
al politeness, construct authority, or regulate the interaction between
he interlocutors ( Hyland, 2005 , p. 53; Kärkkäinen, 2003 , p. 26). The
resent study adopts the framework of stance in which stance expres-
ions consist of a lexical stance item and a claim which that item mod-
fies ( Biber et al., 2021 , p. 961); here, the focus is on the lexical stance
tems in particular (i.e., how the claims are modified). The group of
exical items used as EDs is a varied one, and includes modal auxiliaries
e.g., may ), lexical verbs (e.g., think ), adverbs (e.g., perhaps ), nouns (e.g.,
pinion ), and adjectives (e.g., possible ) (e.g., Biber et al., 2021 , pp. 961–
62). A complete list of the EDs examined in the present study can be
ound in Appendix A (see section 3.2 for details on the compilation of
he list). 

In the present study, EDs found in the data are also examined from
he perspective of metadiscourse ( Hyland, 2005 ), in which expressions
f (un)certainty are further divided into hedges and boosters based on
heir pragmatic function. Of these, hedges (e.g., maybe, I guess ) are used
o indicate not only a lack of commitment towards the proposition itself,
ut also as a way of recognizing alternate viewpoints and giving room
or possible disagreements ( Hyland 2005 : 52). Boosters (e.g., surely, I’m

ertain ), on the other hand, are used to underline the speaker’s confi-
ence and to narrow down the dialogical space by denying the possi-
ility of alternative points of view ( Hyland 2005 : 52–53). In this sense,
he expression of stance and hedging/boosting can be seen as comple-
entary perspectives on the same phenomenon; in the framework of

tance, the focus is on the lexical items that are used to express personal
pinions, while the terms hedge and booster are used to differentiate
etween stance expressions that serve different pragmatic purposes in
he text. 

.2. Sources of variation in the use of epistemic expressions 

Previous studies have made many attempts to uncover the underly-
ng reasons for the variation in the use of epistemic expressions in dif-
erent contexts. Especially with respect to L1 English, the use of stance
arkers has been studied from the point of view of different registers.

or example, it has been shown that ED use is heavily influenced by
he level of formality and personal involvement inherent to different
inds of language-use contexts (e.g., Biber et al., 2021 ; Biber and Con-
ad, 2009 ). These observations have also been echoed in studies examin-
ng learner language, where the phenomenon has often been examined
2 
ith respect to different task types; for example Gablasova et al. (2017,
. 633) , who studied spoken L2 English, found that while more formal
asks seemed to elicit fewer EDs in general, tasks involving a higher level
f interaction between the interlocutors tended to evoke a higher degree
f tentativeness in the use of EDs (ibid.). 

Task-related differences were also reported by Crosthwaite and
iang (2017, p. 13) , who examined academic L2 English in a longitu-
inal setting, and found that essays in particular showed a longitudinal
ncrease in the use of boosters, while reports, in turn, were written in a
ore tentative manner; they also noted qualitative changes in the kinds

f stance expressions used. Similar observations were also made by for
xample Pérez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar (2019) , who examined the use
f three certainty adverbs (i.e., really, actually , and obviously ) in spoken
2 English produced by Spanish-speaking learners and found that the ad-
erbs were used in a different manner in dialogic and monologic tasks,
ut also noted that some of the expressions examined seemed more task-
ndependent than others. Yoon (2020) , who examined argumentative L2
nglish written by East-Asian learners, also found clear task-related dif-
erences in the use of hedges and boosters, as one of the topics seemed to
licit a higher number of boosters than the other; in this case, Yoon sug-
ested that this might be attributable to prompt wording, as the prompt
liciting the most frequent use of boosters also contained three boosters
tself. 

Another possible source of variation in the use of EDs is the level
f L2 proficiency, although studies examining the use of EDs on vari-
us levels of L2 proficiency are not entirely conclusive, however: while
ome have reported proficiency-related patterns in the use of EDs (e.g.,
ax et al., 2019 , p. 89; Chen and Baker, 2016 , p. 873; Hyland and Mil-
on, 1997 , pp. 189–196; Pérez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar, 2019 ), oth-
rs have not found any evidence for such patterns (e.g., Staples et al.,
013 , p. 222; Yoon, 2020 ). Of these, for example Hyland and Mil-
on (1997, pp. 191–195) examined the used of EDs in L2 English written
y Chinese-speaking learners and reported a general increase in the fre-
uency of EDs across the ability bands examined, and, more recently,
érez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar (2019) also found that the frequency of
he certainty adverbs really, actually, and obviously tended to increase
ith proficiency in spoken L2 English across the levels B1-C1. On the
ther hand, for example Yoon (2020) , who examined the matter in a
ultifactorial setting, found no statistically significant differences in the

verall frequency of neither hedges nor boosters in argumentative essays
ritten by East-Asian learners of English on levels A1-B1.2. 

Some of the differences emerging between previous studies examin-
ng ED use on different levels of proficiency may of course be explained
y for example register differences (i.e., spoken vs written) or the fact
hat they examine different L1 populations (on L1-related differences
n the use of EDs, see e.g., Bartley and Hidalgo-Tenorio, 2016 ; Pérez-
aredes and Bueno-Alastuey, 2019 ; Yoon, 2020 ), but it is noteworthy
hat many studies also focus on (partially) different proficiency bands.
t could thus be that, on the lower levels of proficiency, EDs are used in a
imilar manner across the different groups (e.g., Yoon, 2020 ), while on
he higher levels of proficiency, the use of EDs gains importance (e.g.,
hen and Baker 2016 ). This would also be in line with in the CEFR
escriptors acknowledging the salience of EDs from level C1 onwards. 

There is also some evidence that individual speaker styles may influ-
nce the use of EDs (e.g., Kirkham, 2011 ); in the context of learner lan-
uage, the phenomenon has been examined by Gablasova et al. (2017,
. 631) , who found that individual variation seemed to influence mul-
iple levels of ED use, ranging from the overall frequency of EDs to the
ystematic use of particular stance expressions. Many previous studies
ave also noted substantial within-group variation related to the use of
pistemic stance markers in both native (e.g., Uccelli et al., 2013 , p. 49)
nd non-native English (e.g., Aijmer, 2011 , p. 49), which could also be
elated to individual differences in ED use. There is, nevertheless, lit-
le quantifiable evidence of the extent to which individual differences
an be used to explain this variation, although the recent insurgence
f multifactorial analyses (e.g., mixed effects modeling) in the field of
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Table 1 

An overview of the corpus used. 

Letter Complaint Opinion 

N Tokens N Tokens N Tokens 

B1 97 13,017 97 12,737 97 15,459 
B2 178 25,485 178 25,318 178 31,468 
C1 217 36,667 217 35,994 217 42,396 
C2 99 18,313 99 16,902 99 22,831 
Total 591 93,482 591 90,951 591 112,154 
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earner corpus research and corpus linguistics in general has allowed
or more fine-grained analyses of individual variation with respect to
anguage use (see e.g., Cvr ček et al., 2020 ; Murakami, 2016 ; Wulff and
ries, 2021 ). 

In the light of previous research, it thus seems that task type, L2 pro-
ciency, and individual differences are all potential sources of variation

n the use and frequency of EDs (i.e., hedges and boosters) in L2 English.
evertheless, as few studies have examined the matter using a multifac-

orial approach, little is known as to how these variables interact with
ach other, making it difficult to draw conclusions about the extent to
hich each of these factors actually influences ED use (for a discus-

ion on the potential multifactoriality of linguistic phenomena, see e.g.,
ries, 2018 ; Paquot and Plonsky, 2017 ). This may also in part explain

he somewhat contradictory results on the influence of L2 proficiency
n the use of EDs, as it could for example be that learners respond to
ifferent tasks in different ways depending on their level of proficiency.
n the present study, all three variables (i.e., level of proficiency, task
ype, and individual author) are used in the analysis to examine the ex-
ent to which each of these contributes to the frequency of EDs (i.e.,
edges and boosters) both independently and in interaction with the
ther variables. 

. Material and methods 

The data used in the present study are drawn from the English sub-
ection of the Finnish National Certificates Learner Corpus (YKI), which
s one of the largest modern learner corpora in Finland and contains
esponses from the National Certificate of Language Proficiency exami-
ation, 1 a foreign language proficiency test officially recognized by the
ational Agency for Education of Finland. The results of the examina-

ion can be used for a variety of education- and employment-related
urposes (e.g., job or university applications). The examination itself
onsists of three subtests (writing, reading, and speaking), each assessed
n a six-point scale corresponding with the CEFR levels A1–C2. 

The data used in the present study contain altogether 1,773 texts
ated at levels B1 to C2 in the writing subtest (a total of 296,587 tokens),
ritten by 591 writers who reported Finnish as their first language (see
able 1 for an overview of the data). The age of the respondents varies
rom 15 to 59, the mean age being 32.2 years. The minimum length of
ssays included in the data was set to 100 tokens, and the mean length
f the texts is 167 tokens. 

The corpus contains three responses from each writer, which makes
t possible to examine the influence of both task type and authorial style
cross the different tasks. As shown in Table 1 , the three tasks are labeled
letter’, ‘complaint’, and ‘opinion’. Of these, ‘letter’ refers to a short mes-
age sent to a friend, a colleague, or an instructor with the purpose of
sking a question, giving directions or setting up a meeting, ‘complaint’
o a message sent to a company with the purpose of complaining about a
aulty product or bad customer service (e.g., a broken microwave oven
r a delayed flight), and ‘opinion’ to an argumentative essay written
n topics ranging from public transport to internet safety and politics,
ypically fashioned as a letter to the editor. Thus, within each task type,
1 https://www.oph.fi/en/national-certificates-language-proficiency-yki 

3 
here are multiple subtopics that share a similar communicative purpose
i.e., to inquire, to complain, or to express one’s opinion). More specif-
cally, the letter tasks entail multiple kinds of requests, the complaint
asks cover multiple kinds of dissatisfactory consumer experiences, and
he opinion tasks consist of a wide array of different kinds of argumen-
ative topics. Each task type, with its multiple subtopics, is nevertheless
istinct from the others in its intended communicative goal, meaning
here is no overlap between the three task types in this sense. 

To locate as many epistemic expressions as possible in the data,
 preliminary list of EDs was compiled based on previous literature
 Biber, 2006 ; Gray and Biber, 2014 ; Hyland, 2005 ; Hyland and Mil-
on, 1997 ). In addition to this, 10 randomly sampled texts from each
roficiency level (i.e., altogether 40 texts) were manually analyzed to
dentify any additional EDs. After this, an additional sample of 40 texts
as manually analyzed to evaluate the accuracy of the list-based query.
t this point, the list-based query located 502 out of 533 EDs (94%) in

he texts; all the additional EDs found at this stage (e.g., partially, nearly )
ere also included as search terms in the finalized list used in the au-

omatic extraction (for the complete, lemmatized list, see Appendix A ),
hich was done using AntConc 3.5.9 ( Anthony, 2020 ). 

As the use of EDs is often contextually determined (e.g.,
ärkkäinen, 2003 , p. 21), all of the entries returned by the automatic
etrieval were manually examined to determine whether their use was
pistemic, as in (3), or not, as in (4), and all non-epistemic uses of the
arget forms were removed from the data. 

(3) I find this rather unacceptable. (66784-2-C2) 
(4) Breakfast was filling but I couldn’t find any scrambled eggs.

(57348-2-B2) 

All remaining EDs were also analyzed as hedges or boosters accord-
ng to Hyland (2005) . The identification and classification of EDs was
one by one annotator; to ensure the quality of the annotation, a sub-
ample of the data was coded on two separate occasions to identify any
ossible inconsistencies. After the manual analysis, altogether 6,344 EDs
3,694 hedges and 2,340 boosters) were found in the data. 

The present study applies a text-based approach (see e.g.,
vaska, 2022 ) in which the unit of observation is one text. Thus, to ex-
mine the use of EDs in individual texts, the frequencies of both hedges
nd boosters were computed for each text file separately and normalized
o occurrences per 100 words (phw). These frequencies were then used
s response (or dependent) variables in two separate mixed-effect mod-
ls, where task type, level of proficiency and the author ID are used as
redictor (or independent) variables. More specifically, both task type
nd level of proficiency are included in the model as fixed effects, and
he interaction between the two is also examined. The CEFR levels were
onverted into numeric values (i.e., B1 = 1, B2 = 2, C1 = 3, C2 = 4; see
.g., Paquot, 2018 , p. 36). In addition to the fixed effects, random inter-
epts are computed for each individual writer ID, meaning the model
ccounts for writer-specific variability across the different tasks and
he fact that each writer contributes multiple data points in the data
see e.g., Cvr ček et al., 2020 , p. 475; Gries, 2021 , p. 771; Winter and
rice, 2021 ). 

All variables used in the analyses, along with their roles and possi-
le values are listed in Table 2 . To examine the statistical significance
f the fixed effects, likelihood ratio tests were performed by compar-
ng the full models to partial models in which one of the predictors (or
he interaction term for two predictors) was removed from the model
 Winter, 2020 , pp. 262–263); this was done with respect to all fixed ef-
ects separately. All statistical analyses were carried out in R ( R Core
eam, 2021 ); the associated data and R code are also available online. 2 
2 https://osf.io/p4kf6/ 

https://www.oph.fi/en/national-certificates-language-proficiency-yki
https://osf.io/p4kf6/?view_only=44a7c8a43d8b4a77a74ff550efda857d
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Table 2 

Variables used in the analyses (1,773 observations). 

Variable Role Type Values 

HEDGE_FREQ: Frequency of 
hedges (phw) in one text file 

response numeric mean (sd): 1.2 (1.1) 
min ≤ median ≤ max: 
0 ≤ 0.9 ≤ 7.3 

BOOSTER_FREQ: Frequency of 
boosters (phw) in one text file 

response numeric mean (sd): 0.7 (0.8) 
min ≤ median ≤ max: 
0 ≤ 0.6 ≤ 5.6 

LEVEL: CEFR level predictor numeric, fixed B1 (291, 16.4%) 
B2 (534, 30.1%) 
C1 (651, 36.7%) 
C2 (297, 16.8%) 

TASK: Task type predictor categorical, fixed complaint (591, 
33.3%) 
letter (591, 33.3%) 
opinion (591, 
33.3%) 

ID: Writer ID predictor categorical, random 591 individual IDs 
(e.g., 12,345-B1) 

Table 3 

Frequency of hedges across task types and levels of proficiency (total number, mean and standard deviation of hedges phw). 

Complaint Letter Opinion 

Total mean (phw) sd Total mean (phw) sd Total mean (phw) sd 

B1 95 0.71 0.87 103 0.81 0.83 265 1.74 1.06 
B2 187 0.72 0.82 211 0.81 0.83 596 1.90 1.22 
C1 354 0.94 0.86 289 0.79 0.73 823 1.91 1.27 
C2 196 1.07 0.79 137 0.77 0.80 438 1.88 1.29 

Table 4 

Coefficients for the fixed effects. 

Estimate Std.error 

(Intercept) 0.51 0.11 
LEVEL 0.14 0.04 
TASKletter 0.32 0.16 
TASKopinion 1.26 0.16 
LEVEL:TASKletter − 0.15 0.06 
LEVEL:TASKopinion − 0.09 0.06 

4

 

d  

o  

s  

b

4

 

a  

s  

t  

b  

 

(  

q  

T  

i  

f

 

r  

T  

i  

Table 5 

Likelihood tests for each (fixed) variable and interaction. 

Variable Degrees of freedom 𝝌
2 P-value 

LEVEL 1 5.15 0.023 ∗ 

TASK 2 65.28 < 0.001 ∗ ∗ ∗ 

LEVEL:TASK 2 6.79 0.033 ∗ 

t  

‘  

i  

s  

c  

q  

T  

s
 

i  

i  

f  

b  

o  

h
 

e  

t  

t
 

a  

d  

b  

p  

i  

u  

h  

a  
. Results 

This section presents the results of the present study. The section is
ivided into two subsections, of which the first examines the frequency
f hedges as a function of the predictor variables outlined in the previous
ection, and the second does the same with respect to the frequency of
oosters. 

.1. The frequency of hedges 

The total number and mean frequency of hedges phw across the tasks
nd levels of proficiency is shown in Table 3 , which shows that the
tandard deviation related to the use of hedges is very high with respect
o all task types and levels of proficiency, indicating that there seems to
e quite a bit of variability in the frequency of hedges across the board.

To tease apart the estimated influence of each individual variable
or their interaction), a mixed-effects model was used to model the fre-
uency of hedges as a function of LEVEL, TASK, and their interaction.
o account for writer-specific variability, a random intercept for each

ndividual writer was also included in the model. In other words, the
ollowing model was fitted on the data: 

HEDGE_FREQ ∼ LEVEL ∗ TASK + (1 | ID). 
The coefficients of the model are shown in Table 4 . The intercept rep-

esents the estimated frequency of hedges when the CEFR level is B1 and
ASK is complaint, while the other coefficients illustrate how changes

n the fixed predictors influence the frequency of hedges in relation to
4 
he intercept. In other words, the estimate for level B1 when TASK is
letter’, for example, is 0.51 + 0.32 = 0.83 hedges phw, and for ‘opin-
on’, the same estimate is 0.51 + 1.26 = 1.77 hedges phw. Table 4 also
hows that while the main effects of LEVEL and TASK are positive (i.e.,
hanges in both task and level alone result in an increase in hedge fre-
uency), the interaction between the two yields a negative coefficient.
his, in turn, suggests that when changes in both LEVEL and TASK occur
imultaneously, their individual (main) effects are slightly diminished. 

The R 

2 
marginal of the model is 0.211 and the R 

2 
conditional 0.213, mean-

ng that fixed effects alone can describe 21.1% of the observed variation
n the frequency of hedges, while the inclusion of the random intercept
or individual authors increases the explanatory power of the model only
y little, to 21.3%. In other words, it seems that, in this model, the role
f individual differences is not integral in explaining the frequency of
edges in the texts. 

Table 5 shows the results of the likelihood ratio tests performed to
valuate the significance of the fixed predictors and indicates that both
he main effects of TASK and LEVEL and the interaction between the
wo have a statistically significant effect on the frequency of hedges. 

The combined effects of TASK, LEVEL, and their interaction ( Table 4 )
re visualized in Fig. 1 , which also shows that there are clear task-related
ifferences in the frequency of hedges in the texts. The highest num-
er of hedges are found in the opinion task, regardless of the level of
roficiency. As the variable LEVEL is numeric, the coefficient given for
ts main effect in Table 4 can be interpreted as follows: for each one-
nit increase of LEVEL (e.g., moving from B1 to B2), the frequency of
edges increases by 0.14 hedges phw. The interactions between LEVEL
nd TASK, on the other hand, are given a negative coefficient in Table 4 ,
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Fig. 1. The frequency of hedges as a function of TASK interacting with LEVEL. 

Table 6 

Most common hedges in the ‘letter’ task (raw frequency/frequency phw). 

B1 B2 C1 C2 

1. think (21, 0.16) 
2. would (20, 0.15) 
3. maybe (12, 0.09) 
4. say (15, 0.06) 
5. probably (8, 0.04) 

1. think (72, 0.12) 
2. maybe (35, 0.10) 
3. would (31, 0.09) 
4. could (28, 0.07) 
5. quite (25, 0.07) 

1. would (35, 0.10) 
2. think (27, 0.07) 
3. quite (23, 0.06) 
4. might (18, 0.05) 
5. seem (17, 0.05) 

1. would (15, 0.08) 
2. think (11, 0.06) 
3. quite (11, 0.06) 
4. seem (8, 0.04) 
5. probably (7, 0.04) 
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3-B2) 
ndicating that the level-related increase observed for the intercept is
lightly reduced when TASK is either ‘letter’ or ‘opinion’. 

This notion is also corroborated by Fig. 1 , which visualizes the com-
ined effect of the model coefficients in Table 4 and shows that the slope
f the line drawn between the different levels of proficiency when TASK
s either ‘letter’ or ‘opinion’ differs from ‘complaint’. Especially ‘letter’
tands out in this regard, as here, there is actually a minute decline in the
se of hedges with proficiency, as the estimated frequency of hedges in
he letters is 0.83 when LEVEL is B1 and 0.80 when LEVEL is C2. Some
mall signs of decrease can also be seen when examining the observed
requencies of the most common hedges in the letters across the profi-
iency levels in Table 6 , which also shows that the frequencies of the
ndividual hedges seem to be fairly low across the board in the letter
ask. 

Of the hedges listed in Table 6 , would and think seem to be preferred
y all groups. In this task, think is often used to frame statements in
hich the writer is speculating about their schedule, for example, as in

5), and would , on the other hand, is used alongside requests such as
6), where the writer is attempting to emphasize how much they would
enefit from the assistance of the recipient. In addition to this, adverbial
edges such as maybe and probably are typically used in the letters to
ake it possible for the recipient to decline a request, as in (7), or to

eassure them when giving directions, as in (8). 

(5) I think that there will be few hours free time. (57409-1-B2) 
(6) This would help me to catch up with the reading. (76193-1-C1) 
(7) It’s being held in Oxford, so maybe you could help me to find

accommodation. (55831-1-B2) 
5 
(8) You’ll probably figure what to do with the keys then. (106737-1-
B2) 

When TASK is ‘opinion’, however, each one-unit increase of LEVEL
ecreases the frequency of hedges by 0.09, meaning the interaction be-
ween LEVEL and TASK slightly decreases the positive main effects given
or the two variables in Table 2 . The combined effect of all the variables
emains positive, however, as the estimated frequency of hedges in this
ontext is 1.77 for level B1 and is 1.92 for level C2. The most common
edges in the opinion texts are shown in Table 7 , which shows that
ould and think are the most frequently used hedges in this task as well,
lthough the groups B1 and B2 show a much stronger tendency for the
se of think than C1 and C2 . 

In this task, think is used in a very traditional manner; the speaker
laims something about a state of affairs and then qualifies the claim so
s to make room for disagreement, as in (9). Depersonalized expressions
herein the writer qualifies a claim proposed by a third party, as illus-

rated by the use of say in (10), also seem to be particularly frequent in
he opinion texts when compared to the other tasks; this is most likely
elated to the communicative purpose of the texts, as the writer is asked
o argue for or against a certain stance, which entails the underlying
ssumption that there are two possible points of view to consider. 

(9) I think the right to have free medical care belongs to everybody.
(84712-3-C1) 

(10) People often say that they haven’t had time to eat all day. (72708-
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Table 7 

Most common hedges in the ‘opinion’ task (raw frequency, frequency phw). 

B1 B2 C1 C2 

1. think (92, 0.71) 
2. would (25, 0.19) 
3. maybe (24, 0.18) 
4. opinion (22, 0.17) 
5. say (17, 0.13) 

1. think (128, 0.50) 
2 would (74, 0.29) 
3. opinion (47, 0.18) 
4. say (42, 0.16) 
5. seem (28, 0.11) 

1. think (112, 0.31) 
2. would (98, 0.27) 
3. opinion (66, 0.18) 
4. can (59, 0.16) 
5. seem (64, 0.12) 

1.would (43, 0.23) 
2. think (40, 0.22) 
3. seem (32, 0.17) 
4. can (27, 0.15) 
5. might (25, 0.14) 

Table 8 

Most common hedges in the ‘complaint’ task (raw frequency, frequency phw). 

B1 B2 C1 C2 

1. think (32, 0.25) 
2. maybe (10, 0.08) 
3. quite (9, 0.07) 
4. would (9, 0.07) 
5. might (6, 0.05) 

1. think (29, 0.11) 
2. would (17, 0.07) 
3. maybe (16, 0.06) 
4. quite (15, 0.06) 
5. find (13, 0.05) 

1. would (48, 0.13) 
2. think (37, 0.10) 
3. say (28, 0.08) 
4. seem (22, 0.06) 
5. believe (21, 0.06) 

1. would (24, 0.13) 
2. seem (16, 0.09) 
3. say (13, 0.07) 
4. believe (10, 0.05) 
5. quite (9, 0.05) 

Table 9 

Frequency of boosters across task types and levels of proficiency (total number, mean and standard deviation of boosters phw). 

Complaint Letter Opinion 

Total mean (phw) sd Total mean (phw) sd Total mean (phw) sd 

B1 48 0.37 0.57 58 0.44 0.58 155 0.98 0.99 
B2 101 0.38 0.61 204 0.77 0.94 308 0.96 0.69 
C1 223 0.59 0.68 261 0.63 0.82 488 1.16 0.90 
C2 101 0.52 0.52 98 0.49 0.71 295 1.31 1.07 
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Table 10 

Coefficients for the fixed effects. 

Estimate Std.error 

(Intercept) 0.28 0.09 
LEVEL 0.08 0.03 
TASKletter 0.37 0.13 
TASKopinion 0.49 0.13 
LEVEL:TASKletter − 0.09 0.05 
LEVEL:TASKopinion 0.05 0.05 
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Finally, Fig. 1 also shows a proficiency-related increase in the use of
edges in the complaint task. As ‘complaint’ (when LEVEL = B1) serves
s the intercept, the estimated frequency of hedges on the different lev-
ls of proficiency is directly calculable from the main effect estimate
iven for LEVEL, meaning the difference between levels B1 and C2, for
xample, is 3 × 0.14 = 0.42 hedges phw. The most common hedges in
he complaints are illustrated in Table 8 , which shows that while groups
1, B2 and, to some extent, C1, seem to rely on think in the complaints
s well, it is not included among the most common hedges on level C2
t all. 

In this task, hedges are often used by the writers in when shifting
lame, as in (11) and (12), thus leaving the matter of liability open for
ebate; it also seems that think and seem are used for similar purposes
ere although particularly the latter seems to be more characteristic of
he higher proficiency groups. The modal verb would is also particularly
requent in the higher proficiency groups, and it is often used to accom-
any statements of consequence, as in (13). 

(11) And the reason is your company, I think . (41714-2-B1) 
(12) It seems that your operator has forgot to send it! (37886-2-C1) 
(13) This would cause extra costs for both of us. (35990-2-C1) 

Coupled with the observed increase of hedges with proficiency in
he complaints, the uses of think and seem suggest that although the
earners do, in general, seem to be sensitive for the need to qualify their
laims in situations where the integrity or responsibility of the recipient
s questioned, more proficient learners may do so more often and by
sing a different wording (i.e., seem ). In addition to this, the increase of
ould suggests that more proficient learners are also more likely to refer

o potential future events when writing complaints; in this sense, the use
f would here is similar to the letter task (see example (6)), although the
ntended tone is often very different. 

.2. The frequency of boosters 

Table 9 shows the observed number and mean frequency of boosters
cross the different tasks and levels of proficiency; in this case as well,
he standard deviations are very high across the board. 
6 
The second mixed-effects model models booster frequency as a func-
ion of LEVEL, TASK, and their interaction, and computes a random
ntercept for each individual writer. The resulting model is thus the fol-
owing: 

BOOSTER_FREQ ∼ LEVEL ∗ TASK + (1 | ID). 
The coefficients for the fixed effects in the model are shown in

able 10 . The intercept estimate for booster frequency (i.e., when
EVEL = B1 and TASK = complaint) is 0.28 boosters phw, which is
oticeably lower than the estimate given for hedges in the same context
i.e., the intercept estimate in Table 4 ). The same can be said of the other
asks as well, as the estimated frequency of boosters (when LEVEL = B1)
s 0.28 + 0.37 = 0.65 boosters phw for ‘letter’, and 0.28 + 0.49 = 0.77
oosters phw for ‘opinion’. It is also noteworthy that this time only one
f the coefficients of the model is negative, indicating that only the in-
eraction between LEVEL and the task ‘letter’ seems to reduce the fre-
uency of boosters, while changes in the other predictors result in an
ncrease instead. 

The R 

2 
marginal of the model is 0.111 and the R 

2 
conditional 0.162; the

andom intercept for writers thus contributes slightly more to the ex-
lanatory power of the model than was the case for the model related
o hedges. The results of the likelihood ratio test ( Table 11 ) also show
hat all fixed predictors have a statistically significant effect on the fre-
uency of boosters in the texts. 

The combined effect of TASK, LEVEL, and their interaction (as shown
n Table 10 ) is illustrated in Fig. 2 , which shows that in this case as
ell, the opinion task seems to yield the highest frequencies of boosters



M. Pyykönen Applied Corpus Linguistics 3 (2023) 100040 

Fig. 2. The frequency of boosters as a func- 
tion of TASK interacting with LEVEL. 

Table 11 

Likelihood tests for each (fixed) variable and interaction. 

Variable Degrees of freedom 𝝌
2 P-value 

LEVEL 1 9.38 0.002 ∗ ∗ 

TASK 2 16.56 < 0.001 ∗ ∗ ∗ 

LEVEL:TASK 2 9.09 0.011 ∗ 
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cross all proficiency levels, although the differences between the dif-
erent tasks are typically smaller than was the case with hedges. The co-
fficients in Table 4 also show that the main effect of LEVEL is positive,
ndicating an increase of boosters across the levels of proficiency; the
nteraction between LEVEL and TASK presents a slightly more complex
icture, however. More specifically, the frequency of boosters seems to
ncrease with proficiency when TASK is either ‘complaint’ or ‘opinion’;
he tendency is especially pronounced with respect to the latter. For ‘let-
er’, however, the line drawn between the different levels of proficiency
n Fig. 2 is, again, a slightly declining one, indicating that in this partic-
lar task, the number of boosters shows signs of slight decrease across
he proficiency levels. 

As ‘complaint’ serves as the intercept in the model, the estimated
requency of boosters in this context can be calculated based on the main
ffect of LEVEL. Thus, the estimated increases of booster frequency for
ach one-unit increase of LEVEL is 0.08 boosters phw in this task. The
ost common boosters used in the complaints are listed in Table 13 . 

Based on Table 13 it seems that adverbial boosters (e.g., really , al-

ays, of course, clearly ) seem to be particularly common in the com-
laints. Of these, for example really is used on all levels of proficiency
o a varying degree, and is typically used to underline the hurt caused by
he subject of the complaint, as illustrated by (14). Clearly , on the other
and, seems particularly characteristic of C1 and C2, and it is often used
o emphasize how obvious a mistake made by the service provider is. 

(14) This really was the worst holiday ever. (41607-2-B2) 
(15) […] they are clearly translated by someone who does not know

the language. (57451-2-C2) 

In the letter task, the frequency of boosters shows a very slight de-
line across the different levels of proficiency, as the estimated fre-
7 
uency of boosters in the task is 0.65 on level B1 and 0.62 on level C2.
he most common boosters in the letters listed in Table 12 also show
hat there are remarkable similarities across the groups in the kinds of
oosters preferred, although it does also seem that while the groups B1
nd B2 rely on the adverb really , C1 and C2 writers more often opt for
he modal auxiliary will . 

Of these, the modal auxiliary will is often used to reassure the recip-
ent of something turning out for the best rather than to claim authority
s illustrated by (16). On levels B1 and B2, the most common booster is
eally , which in turn is often used for emphasis, as in (17). 

(16) It will surely be fun to work with you (58981-1-C2) 
(17) I really fell in love with that city. (37573-1-B2). 

In the opinion task, the estimated frequency of boosters increases
ith proficiency – in fact, as both the main effect of TASK and its inter-
ction with LEVEL are positive, there is a noticeable increase of booster
requency across the levels of proficiency: when TASK = opinion and
EVEL = B1, the estimated frequency of boosters is 0.77, while the same
stimate for level C2 is 1.16. Interestingly, the most common boosters
sed in the task are, nevertheless, remarkably similar across the levels
f proficiency ( Table 14 ), as will, really, always and of course are among
he most common boosters in all groups. 

In the opinion tasks, boosters are mainly used to frame assertions in
 very prototypical manner, which echoes the observations made with
espect to the use of hedges in the same task (see Section 4.1 ); when us-
ng boosters, the purpose of the writer is mainly to underline the writer’s
onfidence in the claim presented, as illustrated in (18), (19) and (20). 

(18) It is known that smoking kills. (37577-3-B2) 
(19) […] and they will definitely change the world-for the better.

(37718-3-C1) 
(20) It is, of course, clear that a healthier life-style, will lead to less

disease. (85630-3-C2) 

The opinions are also characterized by the use of multiple boost-
rs within a single sentence, as shown in (21) and (22); this tendency
eems to be particularly prominent on the advanced levels of profi-
iency, which is likely, in turn, to be related to the increased booster
requency on these levels as well. 
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Table 12 

Most common boosters in the ‘letter’ task (raw frequency, frequency phw). 

B1 B2 C1 C2 

1. really (21, 0.16) 
2. know (14, 0.11) 
3. will (8, 0.06) 
4. of course (5, 0.04) 
5. sure (4, 0.03) 

1. really (72, 0.28) 
2. know (33, 0.13) 
3. will (28, 0.11) 
4. sure (20, 0.08) 
5. always (11, 0.04) 

1. will (92, 0.25) 
2. know (36, 0.10) 
3 really (33, 0.09) 
4. always (32, 0.09) 
5. sure (26, 0.07) 

1. will (32, 0.17) 
2. really (20, 0.11) 
3. sure (10, 0.05) 
4. know (10, 0.05) 
5. actually (8, 0.04) 

Table 13 

Most common boosters in the ‘complaint’ task (raw frequency, frequency phw). 

B1 B2 C1 C2 

1. really (21, 0.16) 
2. know (14, 0.11) 
3. will (8, 0.06) 
4. of course (5, 0.04) 
5. sure (4, 0.03) 

1. never (9, 0.04) 
2. of course (8, 0.03) 
3. really (7, 0.03) 
4. always (5, 0.02) 
5. will (5, 0.02) 

1. really (36, 0.10) 
2. will (19, 0.05) 
3. clearly (19, 0.05) 
3. fact (16, 0.04) 
4. know (14, 0.04) 

1. clearly (13, 0.07) 
2. never (9, 0.05) 
3. will (9, 0.05) 
4. really (7, 0.04) 
5. fact (7, 0.04) 

Table 14 

Most common boosters in the ‘opinion’ task (raw frequency, frequency phw). 

B1 B2 C1 C2 

1. will (55, 0.42) 
2. really (23, 0.18) 
3. always (17, 0.13) 
4. of course (12, 
0.09) 
5. true (11, 0.08) 

1. will (106, 0.42) 
2. really (44, 0.17) 
3. always (31, 0.12) 
4. of course (22, 
0.09) 
5. know (17, 0.07) 

1. will (125, 0.34) 
2. always (64, 0.17) 
3 really (46, 0.13) 
4. of course (46, 
0.13) 
5. fact (38, 0.10) 

1. will (74, 0.40) 
2. really (34, 0.19) 
3. always (29, 0.16) 
4. fact (23, 0.13) 
5. of course (13, 
0.07) 
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. Discussion 

The present study set out to examine the frequency of both hedges
nd boosters in written L2 English in relation to task type, level of L2
roficiency and individual authorial style of the writer. In this context,
t seems that the frequency of EDs is largely governed by task type,
hich has been found to be a defining factor in the use of EDs in previ-
us studies as well (e.g., Gablasova et al., 2017 ; Gray and Biber, 2014 ;
érez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar, 2019 ; Yoon, 2020 ). This is true for both
edges and boosters; in both cases, the main effect of task type elicited
he biggest differences in the models. It also seems that hedges are used
ore frequently than boosters across the board, which is also in line
ith previous research (e.g., Gablasova et al., 2017 ; Hyland and Mil-

on, 1997 ; Kärkkäinen, 2003 ; McEnery and Kifle, 2002 ). 
In addition to task type, the level of proficiency was found to be a

ignificant predictor of the frequency of both hedges and boosters, both
n its own right and in interaction with task type; proficiency-related
ifferences typically seemed to be much smaller than those elicited by
ask type alone, however, at least with respect to the levels of profi-
iency examined in the present study (i.e., B1-C2). The present study
hus lends support to previous studies reporting task-related differences
n the use of EDs (e.g., Crosthwaite and Jiang, 2017 ; Gablasova et al.,
017 ; Hinkel, 2009 ; Pérez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar, 2019 ), while also
howing that task and proficiency level interact in a meaningful way.
n this sense, the results are thus in partial contrast to for example
oon (2020) , who examined learner writing on CEFR levels A1-B1.2
nd found that while topic was a statistically significant predictor for
he frequency of both hedges and boosters, no such effect could be ob-
erved for the proficiency level of the writer. Nevertheless, as discussed
bove, it could be that perhaps the use of EDs (both hedges and boosters)
ecomes a more defining feature on the higher levels of proficiency (i.e.,
1 onwards). This interpretation also gains support from the findings of
or example Pérez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar (2019) , who reported an
8 
ncrease in the frequency of the certainty adverbs really, actually and
bviously in spoken L2 English across the levels B1-C1. 

In the present study, the highest frequencies of both hedges and
oosters were found in the opinion task, which is not particularly sur-
rising, as the task is designed to directly invite the writers to argue
or or against a certain stance and is thus likely to elicit more stance
xpressions as well. The effect of the interaction between level and task
as also most substantial in the opinion task, as the frequencies of both
edges and boosters showed the greatest proficiency-related increases
n this task. The complaint and letter tasks, on the other hand, showed
ower frequencies for both hedges and boosters, but the two tasks also
iffered in how learners on different levels of proficiency responded to
hem; while the frequencies of both hedges and boosters showed lit-
le change across the different levels of proficiency in the letter task,
oth ED types showed a steady increase with proficiency in the com-
laint task. A similar trajectory of proficiency-related increase was also
ound with respect to the opinion task, although in the opinion texts,
he greater increases were observed with respect to boosters, while in
he complaints, the increase was particularly prominent with respect to
edges. 

The results of the present study also suggest that hedges and boost-
rs are used for different purposes across the different tasks, which lends
upport to the notion that EDs are used to express a multitude of differ-
nt meanings in addition to the general expression of (un)certainty (e.g.,
yland, 2005 , p. 133). In the complaints, for example, hedges were often
sed to soften accusations, while in the letters, they were used to make it
ossible for the recipient to deny a request. Boosters, on the other hand,
ere typically used to for example underline the hurt caused in the com-
laints, while in the opinions, they were used to indicate certainty of a
ertain event taking place in the future, for example. Of the tasks ex-
mined here, the complaints can be seen as particularly tricky; on the
ne hand, the writer needs to maintain a positive relationship with the
ecipient to ensure cooperation, often resulting in the use of tentative
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xpressions, but on the other hand, they also need to seem authoritative
nough to warrant the compensation they are looking to receive. The
ifferent uses of EDs thus underline the need to modulate one’s expres-
ion to fit the communicative needs of each task, and the increases in
bserved with proficiency indicate that perhaps more proficient learners
re more adept in adapting their expression in this sense. 

The present study also analyzed the role of individual differences in
he form of random effects in the mixed-effects models. Based on the re-
ults, the variation introduced by individual writers in the data is very
mall despite the high standard deviations observed in the use of both
edges and boosters. More specifically, the introduction of the random
ffect for each individual author increased the explanatory power of the
odel used to model the frequency of hedges by very little, meaning the

ariable accounted for a very small portion (i.e., 0.2 percentage points)
f the variance observed. As for boosters, the increase in the explana-
ory power of the model following the inclusion of individual authors
as more noticeable (i.e., 5.1 percentage points), which suggests that

ndividual authorial style might be more influential in explaining the
ariation related to the use of boosters than that of hedges. The results
btained here thus echo the results of previous studies that have re-
orted high intra-group variation in the use of EDs (e.g., Aijmer, 2011 ;
ccelli et al., 2013 ), while also showing that 1) individual differences
o not seem to have an important role in explaining this variation and
) the influence of individual differences may vary with respect to dif-
erent kinds of expressions (i.e., hedges vs boosters). The results ob-
ained here also question the role of individual authorial styles in the
se of EDs as suggested by Gablasova et al., 631) , who examined the
henomenon using correlational analyses to examine the use of individ-
al EDs in spoken L2 English. It could, however, be that the influence
f individual differences is stronger in spoken language and/or is tied
o the use of individual expressions rather than the general frequency
f EDs examined here (see also Pérez-Paredes and Díez-Bedmar, 2019 ).

On a more general level, the statistical models examined here were
ble to describe roughly 21% of the variation related to hedges and
6% of the variation related to boosters, meaning there is still quite
 bit of unexplained variation with respect to both types of EDs. This
an perhaps be partly attributed to the inherently “messy ” nature of
inguistic data, which often results in comparatively low explanatory
alues ( Winter, 2020 , p. 177), but it also indicates that task type, level
f proficiency and individual authorial styles can only account for a
art of the variation observed, meaning there is still a need for future
tudies examining the influence of additional variables. For example,
he present study employs a cross-sectional (versus longitudinal) design,
aking it impossible to examine the author ✕ proficiency interaction,
hich could also play an important role in how EDs are used across

he levels of proficiency. As previous studies also indicate that there are
ifferences in how different L1 groups use EDs (e.g., Hyland and Mil-
on, 1997 ; McEnery and Kifle, 2002 ) and that topic and L1 also seem to
nteract in a meaningful way (e.g., Hinkel, 2009 ; Yoon, 2020 ), it would
e interesting to more closely examine whether proficiency seems to
lay a part in this interaction in as well (i.e., L1 ✕ proficiency), es-
ecially in a longitudinal setting (for a cross-sectional examination, see
.g., Yoon, 2020 ). In the present study, each writer also contributed only
ne text per each task type examined, making it impossible to examine
ow individual authorial style influences the use of EDs within multiple
exts of the same task type, which might also be an interesting avenue
or further studies. 

The present study is subject to some limitations. Of these, the
ost prominent is the issue of the multiple topics within each task

ype; despite the shared communicative purpose within each task type
complaint, letter, opinion), there is some variation in the micro-level
opics within each subcorpora (as discussed in Section 3 ). It is impor-
ant to note, however, that there is no overlap between the different
ask types with respect to the communicative purpose despite the
ariation of topic within each task. It could, however, be that even
airly fine-grained topic differences introduce additional noise in the
9 
ata (see e.g., Hinkel, 2009 ; Yoon, 2020 ), which may also, in turn, be
elated to the relatively low explanatory power of the statistical models
xamined here. The results presented here are also mostly limited to
he overall frequency of hedges and boosters; an interesting point of
urther study would be one where the types and choice of EDs are
xamined from a more variationist point of view or with respect to the
ariety of EDs used in the individual essays. 

. Conclusion 

The results of the present study have implications for (learner) cor-
us and research design. First, as the most notable differences observed
ere were all related to task type, the results of the present study sup-
ort the notion that task type should be carefully controlled for when
omparing different groups of writers. More specifically, some of the dif-
erences observed between different (L1 and/or L2) groups in previous
tudies could simply be due to differences in task type or the commu-
icative purpose of the texts between the two subsets of data. Secondly,
he results of the present study also suggest that the influence of autho-
ial style matters a great deal less than for example the type of task at
east from the point of view of ED frequency, and the present study thus
ends support to the observation made by Cvr ček et al. (2020, p. 484) ,
ho note that “in corpus design, representative corpora should be built
ith an emphasis on diversity of registers rather than diversity of au-

hors, as the former introduces more variation than the latter ”. 
The results of the present study also relate to the importance of reg-

ster awareness in foreign language teaching and learning, which is also
eflected in the CEFR Companion Volume with respect to sociolinguistic
ppropriateness, for example, where the key concepts include the appro-
riate use of politeness forms and language functions and “adopting an
ppropriate register (from B2) ” ( Council of Europe, 2020 , p. 137). In
his respect, the implications of the study are twofold: on the one hand,
he increase in the frequency of EDs with proficiency suggests that, at
east in the case of the complaint and opinion tasks, the learners seem to
ecome more sensitive for the need to modulate their expression with
espect to both hedges and boosters. On the other hand, it also seems
hat level-related differences in the preferred ED types (i.e., the most
ommon hedges/boosters) are fairly subtle, which indicates that in this
ense, the learners seem to be fairly equally equipped to deal with the
ifferent communicative needs related to different task types. 

The results also suggest that EDs are used for various micro-purposes
cross the different tasks in addition to signaling a general sense of
un)certainty, which is directly related to the ability of conveying “finer
hades of meaning ” mentioned in the CEFR. This should also be ac-
ounted for in language teaching by drawing the students’ attention to
he different roles that EDs can play in different kinds of texts. Previous
tudies also show that there are differences between different L2 groups
ow EDs are used, which further underlines the importance of under-
tanding and disentangling the role of proficiency from other possible
ariables related to the matter in this sense. This, in turn, would allow a
ore targeted approach as to how communicative competence is taught

o different groups. 
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ppendix A. A lemmatized list of the epistemic devices examined 

Type Expression 

Modal auxiliary 
(12) 

can, could, may, might, must, shall, should, will, would, have to, 

ought to, be going to ∗ 

Lexical verb (32) appear, argue, assume, believe, claim, consider, contend, doubt, 

estimate, expect, feel, find, guess, imagine, indicate, know, predict, 

presume, propose, reckon, say, see, seem, sound, speculate, suggest, 

suppose, suspect, tend, think, understand, wonder 

Adverbial (57) absolutely, according to, actually, almost, all the time, always, 

apparently, approximately, arguably, as far as ∗ , assumedly, 

basically, certainly, clearly, commonly, correctly, definitely, 

doubtless, essentially, evidently, frequently, generally, hardly, 

hypothetically, indeed, in general, in theory, largely, likely, maybe, 

necessarily, never, normally, mainly, mostly, nearly ∗ , obviously, of 

course, often, partially ∗ , perhaps, possibly, practically, presumably, 

probably, quite, rarely, really, relatively, roughly, some, sometimes, 

surely, totally ∗ , truly, undoubtedly, usually 

Adjective (35) accepted, actual, apparent, arguable, aware, bound, certain, clear, 

confident, convinced, correct, doubtful, evident, false, guaranteed, 

hypothetical, inevitable, liable, (un)likely, obvious, positive, 

(im)possible, (im)probable, plain, prone, proved, reliable, seeming, 

sure, true, well-known 

Noun (44) argument, assessment, assumption, belief, certainty, chance, claim, 

conclusion, conviction, discovery, doubt, estimate, estimation, 

evidence, explanation, fact, feeling, idea, inclination, knowledge, 

likelihood, observation, opinion, possibility, potential, prediction, 

presumption, principle, probability, proposal, realization, rumor, 

sense, sign, statement, suggestion, suspicion, tendency, theory, 

thesis, threat, understanding, view, viewpoint ∗ 

∗ added to the list after the manual analysis. 
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