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Abstract 

The current corpus study intended to examine and compare the use of hedges and boosters in 

discussion sections of English Language Teaching and Physiotherapy research articles that were 

published between 2020 and 2022. This study also aimed to discover the frequency and types of 

hedges and boosters in two disciplines. 15 research articles from each disciple were analyzed through 

descriptive statistics. The chi-square test was also run to analyze the data to determine whether there 

is a statistically significant difference in terms of the use of hedges and boosters between the two 

disciplines. According to the results of the descriptive statistics, the number of hedges outnumbered 

the boosters in both disciplines. Furthermore, findings revealed that the differences in the use of 

hedges between the two disciplines were significant and meaningful. On the other hand, there were 

no significant differences regarding the use of boosters. Some similarities and variations were found 

in terms of the categories of hedges and boosters used in the discussion sections of research articles 

in the two disciplines. 

Keywords: Academic writing, hedges, boosters, discourse analysis, research articles 

 dili e itimi ve 
 

 

 

ki-

                                                             
1  YL , ,  

ezgiakman135@gmail.com, ORCID ID: 0000-0002-2798-5634  -
kabul tarihi: 20.02.2023; DOI: 10.29000/rumelide.1252902] 

2  yesi, P (Denizli, 
pkarahan@pau.edu.tr, ORCID ID: 0000-0002-7475-8960 



1336 / RumeliDE  Journal of Language and Literature Studies 2 0 2 3 .32 (February) 

Hedges and boosters in academic texts: a comparative study on English language teaching and physiotherapy research articles / 
Akman, E. & Karahan, P. 

Adres 
 

e-posta: editor@rumelide.com 
tel: +90 505 7958124 

Address 
RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 
e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,  
phone: +90 505 7958124 

 

makalelerinin 

 

Anahtar kelimeler: 

makaleleri 

1. Introduction 

decrease the persuasiveness of statements. The concept of the hedge was first introduced by Lakoff 
(1972), who conceptualized hedges as modifying words or phrases within a proposition to make the 
border fuzzier or less fuzzy. On the other hand, Lakoff (1975) claimed that hedges may be divided into 
two fundamental categories; (1) to demonstrate the absence of certainty, and (2) to reduce the strength 
of a statement to make it more agreeable. While hedging devices reduce the strength of a statement, 
boosting devices enhance or emphasize the strength of a statement by expressing conviction and 
asserting a proposition with confidence (Hyland, 1998). 

The basic concept of hedges and boosters has been expanded to include approaches in which hedges and 
boosters are used as a communicative strategy, as well as approaches in which hedges are used to conceal 

(1997) claimed that hedges could be used for textual manipulation by leaving the reader in the dark 
about the truth value of what is being stated and who is responsible for it. In contrast to hedges, boosters 
leave little opportunity fo
with the reader (Hyland, 1998). According to Hyland (1998), hedging and boosting are essential for 
expressing scientific statements in a social context, and they are not only accuracy-oriented but also 
writer- and reader-oriented. 

-value or factual status of a proposition (Takimoto, 2015). Similar to 

what the term modality represents, Takimoto (2015) claims that hedges and boosters are also related to 

and evidential modalities as a type of propositional modality that refers to the speaker's or writer's 
attitude toward the truth-value of the proposition. In this vein, hedges and boosters are closely related 
to epistemic modality, which is concerned with how speakers or writers communicate their doubts, 
certainties, and predictions. Just as epistemic modality, evidential modality is related with hedges and 

1989, p.271). For example, Wang and Jiang (2018), looked into how much explicit authorial presence 
projects hedges, boosters, and self-mentions as main expressions of epistemic positioning in the 

research writings of Chinese PhD students and expert writers across four science disciplines. They 
categorized the linguistic realization of hedges and boosters into three categories: (1) modal verbs, (2) 
epistemic adjectives, adverbs, and nouns, (3) lexical verbs. Findings of the study indicated that hedges, 
boosters, and self-mentions were used far more frequently by PhD science students than by journal 
article writers.  Hyland (1998) examined 56 research papers in eight disciplines: mechanical 
engineering, electrical engineering, marketing, philosophy, sociology, applied linguistics, physics, and 
microbiology; including one paper from each of seven leading journals. According to the findings, 
hedges outnumbered boosters by over three to one. Furthermore, the disciplinary outcomes were found 
to be significantly different. Philosophy, marketing, applied linguistics, and sociology accounted for 
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more than 70% of all hedges, and they were more than twice as common as electrical engineering, 
mechanical engineering, and physics. 

Finally, Sepehri, Hajijalili, and Namaziandost (2019) compared the use of hedges and boosters in 
medical sciences and engineering research articles. They analyzed 30 medical and 30 engineering 
research articles. Frequency, percentage, and the Chi-square test were run to analyze the data. 
Significant differences were found in the frequency of hedges and boosters used in medical and 
engineering research articles. Furthermore, epistemic modality verbs, quantifiers, and nouns were the 
most common hedges; while nouns, lexical verbs, modal verbs, and adjectives were the most common 
boosters. 

To this date, hedges and boosters have become an important concept to be investigated in academic 
texts as they significantly affect how writers express themselves in their texts and how readers may 
interpret these academic texts. There are a few cross-disciplinary studies about the use of hedges and 
boosters in academic texts. So far, many cross-discipline studies on hedging and boosting focused on 
different disciplines. A limited number of studies on the use of hedges and boosters in academic texts 
have shown some variations in the use of hedges (Vatalla, 2001) and boosters (Sepehri, Hajijalili & 
Namaziandost, 2019). These studies have examined all sections of research articles. However, in many 
cases, according to Salager-Meyer (1994), discussion sections of research articles are the most heavily 

focusing on comparing the English Language Teaching and Physiotherapy disciplines, which are two 
soft science fields, in terms of the use of hedges and boosters in specifically the discussion sections of 
research articles. In this regard, the current study examines hedges and boosters in discussion sections 

d Physiotherapy) research articles. 

This study aims to answer the following two research questions: 

1. What are the similarities and differences between the discussion sections of English 
Language Teaching and Physiotherapy research articles in terms of hedges? 

2. What are the similarities and differences between the discussion sections of English 
Language Teaching and Physiotherapy research articles in terms of boosters? 

2. Method 

2.1. Data analysis 

The current study adopts a corpus-based approach and has used quantitative data collection methods 
to examine the use of hedges and boosters in the discussion sections of English Language Teaching 
(ELT) and Physiotherapy (PHYS) research articles, both of which are considered soft sciences. 
According to Klimova (2014), the corpus-linguistic approach can be used to describe language features 
and test hypotheses formulated in different linguistic frameworks. The study adopted content analysis 
to categorize and interpret emerging hedges and boosters. Holsti (1968) defines content analysis as any 
kind of technique to make inferences by systematic and objective identification of the specific features 
of messages. Using descriptive statistics for this study was the most convenient option as it allowed the 
researchers to examine a large amount of written data in a restricted time. Quantitative data methods 
were chosen since they can help increase the chances of generalizability and allow researchers to analyze 
abundant amounts of data. 
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2.2. Identification of hedges 

The goal of this study was to see how frequently hedges and boosters were employed in English Language 
Teaching and Physiotherapy research articles, and if there were any differences between the two 
disciplines. This study also aimed to discover how frequently different categories of hedges and boosters 
were used in the two disciplines, based on the categorization of Wang and Jiang (2018) (Table 1).  

Table 1. Classification of hedges and boosters 

Classification Example 

Hedges  

modal verbs could, might, would 

epistemic adjectives, adverbs and nouns perhaps, likely, interpretation 

lexical verbs see, assume, suggest 

Boosters  

modal verbs must, will 

epistemic adjectives, adverbs and nouns obvious, always, argument 

lexical verbs demonstrate, slow, find 

Hyland's (1998) list of hedges and boosters was used to analyze the discussion sections of the research 
articles selected for the study. The list was analyzed to decide which words might fit in the right 
categories. After the analysis, two separate lists were created for words that might fit into the hedges or 
boosters category, which can be seen in Table 2 and Table 3. As some words on the original list may 
express certainty or doubt in different contexts (e.g., however), the researchers have examined all the 
research articles twice to ensure that items found in the texts were categorized correctly with respect to 
the context in which they occurred. This way, the researchers aimed to ensure intra-rater reliability in 

this study. Some sentences from the database in which 
and boosting functions are exemplified as follows: 

however  

However, this is the only methodology that allows deep analysis of perceptions, feelings, and other 
  

Table 2.  

about deduce (it is) known possibly reportedly tendency 

almost doubt likely prediction seems theoretically 

approximately estimate may predominantly seemingly (we) think 

argue expect maybe presumably (can be) seen uncertain 

around formally might presume seldom unclear 

assume frequently more or less probability (general) sense unlikely 

assumption given that (not) necessarily probable sometimes unsure 

my/our belief guess occasionally probably somewhat usually 

I believe however often propose speculate virtually 

certain extent hypothesize ostensibly provided (that) suggest would 
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claim hypothetically partially (open to) question superficially  

(to be) clear ideally partly questionable suppose  

conceivably implication perhaps quite surmise  

conjecture imply plausible rare suspect  

contention infer possibility rarely technically  

could interpret possible relatively tend  

 

Table 3.  

actually conclusive essentially incontrovertible normally unambiguously 

admittedly confirm establish indeed obvious unarguably 

always consistent with evidence indicate obviously undeniably 

apparent convincing(ly) evident inevitable patently undoubtedly 

apparently  evidently (we) know precisely unequivocal 

appear (of) course the fact (that) largely prove unmistakable 

assuredly decidedly we find mainly rather unquestionably 

basically definitely general manifest (ly) should well-known 

certain that demonstrate generally most show will 

certainly determine however must sure  

certainty discern impossible (not) necessarily surely wrong (ly) 

clearly doubtless improbable never true  

conclude (is) essential inconceivable no / beyond doubt typically  

2.3. Corpora 

The database of this study consisted of research articles that were randomly chosen from reliable 
journals in each discipline. 15 English Language Teaching research articles were chosen from the 
Language Assessment Quarterly journal (See Appendix 1), and 15 Physiotherapy research articles were 
chosen from the Physiotherapy Theory and Practice journal (See Appendix 2). All of the examined 

research articles were published between 2020 and 2022 to get an updated view of recent trends in 
academic writing. The discussion sections of all research articles were examined for the occurrences of 
hedges and boosters. The number of words for all research articles is shown in Table 4 and Table 5 below.  

Table 4. Details of the English Language Teaching (ELT) corpus 

Research Article Number of Words Number of Words in the 

Discussion Sections 

ELT1 10083 2099 

ELT2 12308 459 

ELT3 7099 1319 

ELT4 8853 834 

ELT5 7874 1148 
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ELT6 12436 805 

ELT7 9211 1248 

ELT8 8412 635 

ELT9 8642 715 

ELT10 6282 709 

ELT11 8628 1807 

ELT12 6363 1133 

ELT13 10167 1525 

ELT14 9239 1296 

ELT15 9971 2099 

Total 135568 17831 

 

Table 5. Details of the Physiotherapy (PHYS) corpus 

Research Article Number of Words Number of Words in the 

Discussion Sections 

PHYS1 5192 1031 

PHYS2 5550 1243 

PHYS3 6731 1570 

PHYS4 4877 1511 

PHYS5 5168 870 

PHYS6 5001 1371 

PHYS7 4943 1248 

PHYS8 5726 1177 

PHYS9 5166 1470 

PHYS10 4888 1647 

PHYS11 3563 1129 

PHYS12 3818 909 

PHYS13 6368 883 

PHYS14 3601 709 

PHYS15 5686 941 

Total 76278 17709 

3. Findings 

15 articles from each discipline were analyzed by counting the hedges and boosters in the discussion 
sections of the papers. Table 6 shows the frequency and percentage of the hedges and boosters used in 
the discussion sections of English Language Teaching (ELT) research articles. After analyzing the data, 
a total number of 349 hedges and 223 boosters were found in the ELT database. The article using the 
most frequent number of hedges was the ELT1 research article as it contained 54 hedges, while the article 
using the most frequent number of boosters was the ELT14 research article as it contained 27 boosters. 
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The percentages of hedges change between 0.69% and 2.68%, while the percentages of boosters change 
between 0.37% and 2.08%. In total, the ELT research articles contained 1.95% hedges and 1.25% 
boosters in their discussion sections. 

Table 6. Frequency and percentage of hedges and boosters in the discussion sections of the ELT database 

  Frequency of Hedges Percentage of Hedges Frequency of Boosters Percentage of Boosters 

ELT1 54 2.57% 21 1.00% 

ELT2 10 2.17% 9 1.96% 

ELT3 35 2.65% 8 0.60% 

ELT4 21 2.51% 7 0.83% 

ELT5 16 1.30% 20 1.74% 

ELT6 6 0.74% 3 0.37% 

ELT7 21 1.68% 21 1.68% 

ELT8 16 2.51% 5 0.78% 

ELT9 5 0.69% 12 1.67% 

ELT10 9 1.26% 11 1.55% 

ELT11 33 1.82% 18 0.99% 

ELT12 11 0.97% 19 1.67% 

ELT13 41 2.68% 19 1.24% 

ELT14 21 1.62% 27 2.08% 

ELT15 50 2.39% 23 1.09% 

Total 349 1.95% 223 1.25% 

Table 7 shows the frequency and percentage of the hedges and boosters used in the discussion sections 
of the Physiotherapy (PHYS) research articles. After analyzing the data, a total number of 293 hedges 
and 231 boosters were found in the PHYS database. The article that used hedges most frequently was 
the PHYS6 research article as it contained 43 hedges, while the article that used boosters most frequently 
was the PHYS3 research article as it contained 23 boosters. The percentages of hedges change between 
0.34% and 3.13% , while the percentages of boosters change between 0.78% and 1.86%. In total, the 
PHYS research articles contained 1.65% hedges and 1.30% boosters in their discussion sections. 

Table 7. Frequency and percentage of hedges and boosters in the discussion sections of the PHYS database 

  Frequency of Hedges Percentage of Hedges Frequency of Boosters Percentage of Boosters 

PHYS1 14 1.35% 16 1.55% 

PHYS 2 34 2.73% 14 1.12% 

PHYS 3 38 2.42% 23 1.46% 

PHYS 4 28 1.85% 20 1.32% 

PHYS 5 3 0.34% 15 1.72% 

PHYS 6 43 3.13% 20 1.45% 
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PHYS 7 31 2.48% 20 1.60% 

PHYS 8 13 1.10% 22 1.86% 

PHYS 9 9 0.61% 21 1.42% 

PHYS 10 24 1.45% 13 0.78% 

PHYS 11 19 1.68% 9 0.79% 

PHYS 12 13 1.43% 13 1.43% 

PHYS 13 8 0.90% 8 0.90% 

PHYS 14 7 0.98% 6 0.84% 

PHYS 15 9 0.95% 11 1.16% 

Total 293 1.65% 231 1.30% 

Based on the frequencies of hedges that are shown in Table 6 and Table 7 above, it can be seen that ELT 
articles contained 1.95% hedges in their discussion sections overall, while the PHYS articles contained 
1.65% hedges. In Table 6, it can also be seen that ELT13 has the highest percentage of hedges with 2.68%, 
while ELT9 had the lowest percentage value with 0.69% among the ELT research articles. Moreover, it 
can be seen in Table 7 that PHYS6 has the highest percentage of hedges with 3.13%, while PHYS5 has 
the lowest percentage with 0.34% among the PHYS research articles. The gap in the percentage of the 
number of hedges used among research articles in the Physiotherapy database is more prominent. In 
terms of boosters, ELT articles contained 1.25% boosters in their discussion sections overall, while the 
physiotherapy articles contained 1.30%. In Table 6, it can be seen that ELT14 has the highest percentage 
of boosters with 2.08%, while ELT6 has the lowest percentage with 0.37% among the ELT articles. In 
Table 7, we can see that PHYS8 has the highest percentage of boosters with 1.86%, while PHYS10 has 
the lowest percentage with 0.78% among the Physiotherapy articles. This time, the gap in the percentage 

of the number of boosters used among the ELT Research articles is more prominent. 

The Chi-square test was also run to see if the differences between the two disciplines were statistically 
significant in terms of their use of hedges and boosters. The difference between the frequencies of hedges 
in English Language Teaching and Physiotherapy research articles was found to be p=0.02 (p<0.05). 
This result indicates that the difference between the frequencies of hedges in the research articles of 
both disciplines was significant and meaningful. However, the difference between the frequencies of 
boosters in English Language Teaching and Physiotherapy research articles was found to be p=0.70 
(p>0.05), which means that there were no significant differences between the two disciplines in terms 
of the frequency of boosters. 

Table 8 shows the list of the most frequently used 15 hedges and 15 boosters in the ELT database. The 
 as it occurred 44 times while the most frequently used booster 

as it occurred 27 times in the discussion sections of ELT research articles. Some examples of 
the most frequently used hedges from the ELT database are listed as follows: 

 may not always match curricular goals (or official 
expectations), creating a conflict between what is expected in the curriculum and what is actually 

 

- -
based reading test could also bring about a positive washback effect to the teaching and learning 
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would prevent teachers from putting their principles into practice in a consistent 
 

ess the information, but it 
might  

Some examples of the most frequently used boosters from the ELT database are as follows: 

most widely used type of feedback pertained to marks and brief 
 

evidence of the application of relevant rating scales and analytic criteria, though 
 

ly common high-stakes, standardized tests, accommodations should be 
 

will help them feel more 
comfortable reading on computers outside of the  

Table 8. List of the most frequent hedges and boosters found in the ELT database 

Hedges ELT database frequency Boosters ELT database frequency 

may 44 most 27 

could 39 evidence 23 

would 38 should 18 

might 36 will 15 

however 25 however 14 

suggest 22 rather 14 

seems 17 indicate 12 

likely 13 appear 8 

possible 12 the fact (that) 7 

frequently 9 actually 5 

often 9 confirm 5 

relatively 8 general 5 

tend 8 generally 5 

assumption 7 largely 5 

virtually 6 clearly 4 

In Table 9 below, the most frequently used 15 hedges and 15 boosters in the PHYS database are listed. 
 as it occurred 79 times while the most frequently used 

as it occurred 60 times in the discussion sections of PHYS research articles. Some 
instances of the most frequently used hedges from the PHYS database are listed as follows: 

may be explained by the fact that all previous studies were 
condu  

could partially explain the findings for the upper limb training that showed a higher 
 

suggests that they were not independently associated with 6MWT when gait speed is also 
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might 
12) 

Some examples containing the most frequently used boosters from the PHYS database are listed as 
follows: 

showed that depression is associated with a higher pain intensity and that 
 

However, this is the only methodology that allows deep analysis of perceptions, feelings, and 
 

demonstrated comparable gains on muscle force between three resistance 
 

f the best outcome measure are among the most frequently reported 
 

Table 9. List of the most frequent hedges and boosters found in the Physiotherapy database 

Hedges PHYS database frequency Boosters PHYS database frequency 

may 79 show 60 

could 29 however 30 

suggest 28 demonstrate 19 

might 26 most 19 

possible 12 indicate 17 

however 10 should 17 

likely 10 confirm 12 

would 10 determine 8 

possibly 7 (is) essential 7 

expect 6 evidence 5 

seems 6 must 5 

I believe 5 conclude 4 

estimate 5 consistent with 4 

partially 5 will 3 

relatively 5 always 2 

When the two disciplines were compared, the most frequently used hedges were found to be somewhat 
similar in both disciplines, while the most frequently used boosters were more diverse from each other. 
Hedges such as may and could are at the top of the list of the most frequently used hedges for both 
disciplines. Also, in these tables, it can be seen that both disciplines have would, might, however, 
suggest, seems, likely, possible, and relatively listed as the most frequent hedges. The most common 
boosters in these lists, on the other hand, are found to be most, evidence, should, will, however, indicate, 

and confirm. To sum up, we can say that 10 hedges and 7 boosters are used most commonly in both 
disciplines. 

In terms of the categories of the most frequently used hedges and boosters, hedges were found to be in 
the same category for both disciplines, while boosters were in different categories. In both disciplines, 
the most frequently used hedges fall under the category of modal verbs (e.g., may, could). The second 
category that contained the most frequently used hedges was epistemic adjectives, adverbs, and nouns 



R u m e l i D E   1 3 4 5  

 / Akman, E. & Karahan, P. 

Adres 
 

e-posta: editor@rumelide.com 
tel: +90 505 7958124 

Address 
RumeliDE Journal of Language and Literature Studies 
e-mail: editor@rumelide.com,  
phone: +90 505 7958124 

 

(e.g., likely, frequently). The last category, lexical verbs, was less frequent in both disciplines (e.g., seem, 
suggest). In terms of the most frequently used boosters, the two disciplines showed some differences. 
In English Language Teaching, the most frequently used boosters fall under the category of epistemic 
adjectives, adverbs, and nouns (e.g., actually, generally). In Physiotherapy, the most frequently used 
boosters fall under the category of lexical verbs (e.g., show, demonstrate). 

4. Results and discussion 

This study aimed to examine the use of hedges and boosters in two disciplines, namely the English 

Language Teaching and Physiotherapy, and to compare the number of hedges and boosters that these 
two disciplines employ in the discussion sections of their research articles. 15 papers from English 
Language Teaching and 15 papers from Physiotherapy were chosen and analyzed for this purpose. The 
results obtained from the frequency analysis indicated that hedges outnumbered boosters in both 

t hedges exceeded 
boosters by nearly 3 to 1. These results may imply that in recent trends of academic writing, reducing 
the strength of claims is still more prevalent than emphasizing the strength of claims. In some ways, the 
use of hedges and boosters can be considered as an individual decision made by a researcher based on 
their personality, preferred writing style, and professional experiences. On the other hand, hedges are 
also commonly used as a politeness strategy to acknowledge any flaws in claims (Demirel, 2019). This 
might lead us to conclude that it is more conventional to use hedging for the purpose of saving face, 

 

When the two disciplines were compared, results showed that the differences between the two 
disciplines in terms of their use of hedges were significantly different and meaningful. This result is 
parallel with the findings of Sepehri, Hajijalili, and Namaziandost (2019), who found that the differences 
between the frequencies of hedges used in medical sciences and engineering research articles were 
significantly different. Takimato (2015) states that the decisions authors make in academic writing tend 
to be constrained by the discourse norms and rhetorical styles of each discipline and reflect the nature 
of several disciplinary characteristics. In the field of second/foreign language education, information is 
more interpretative compared to the field of physiotherapy, which tends to have more objective results 
after a study. On the other hand, there were no significant differences in terms of the frequencies of 
boosters. Considering the fact that hedges outnumbered boosters in both fields, we may conclude that 
regardless of the academic field, research articles create some space for uncertainty by avoiding the 
overuse of boosters. 

As for of the categories of hedges, the results of this study are in parallel with the findings of Hyland 
(1998), as he found that in all the disciplines he examined, the most frequently used hedges were modal 
verbs. The results of this study also showed that in both English Language Teaching and Physiotherapy 

disciplines, the most frequently used hedges were modal verbs. As for the most commonly used 
categories of boosters, this study revealed that Physiotherapy research articles employed lexical verbs 
most commonly. This result is in contrast with the findings of Sepehri, Hajijalili, and Namaziandost 
(2019), who found that epistemic nouns and adjectives were the most common boosters in medical 
research articles. 

The vagueness of academic writing context is often overlooked, particularly by non-native English 
speakers. As a result, every factor that influences how authors express themselves in academic writing 
remains unnoticed. When it comes to reducing and enhancing claims in academic writing, the current 
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study focused on the two different disciplines of soft sciences to compare the use of hedges and boosters. 
This study was conducted to reveal the frequencies and types of hedges and boosters, which may help 
authors of academic papers, ESL/EFL learners and instructors to gain more insights into how to write 
academic papers.   

There are also some limitations of the current study. The first limitation is that this study focuses on two 
disciplines, namely English Language Teaching and Physiotherapy, which are both considered as soft 
sciences. Furthermore, only one discipline from educational sciences and one discipline from medical 
sciences were compared to see whether there were any significant differences in terms of their use of 
hedges and boosters in academic articles. The number of research articles analyzed could be another 
limitation since only 15 English Language Teaching and 15 Physiotherapy articles were examined in the 
scope of this study. Additionally, this study did not take into consideration the number or the native and 
non-nativeness status of the authors. Finally, this study only examined the discussion sections of 
research articles and did not focus on the other sections. All these limitations provide some implications 
for further studies. For instance, further studies can compare some other disciplines from both soft and 
hard sciences and examine among more than two disciplines from these sciences. Moreover, future 
studies can be conducted by looking into more research articles, considering different variables such as 
the number and native and non-nativeness status of authors.  Lastly, further studies may examine 
research articles as a whole or analyze different sections of them. 
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