
Literacy Focus 2
Hedging



What is ‘hedging’?

 An important feature of academic writing is the concept 

of cautious language, often called ‘hedging’. In a lot of 

analytical writing, it is necessary to make decisions 

about your stance on a particular subject, or the 

strength of claims you are making. 

 It is important to clarify the level of CERTAINTY with which 

you are making a point.

 Do not be afraid to make suggestions, or possibilities, or 

consider different interpretations.



So, how do I make ‘hedging’ a feature of 

my academic writing?

It’s quite easy! Read on………



Use MODAL VERBS 

Modal verbs are simple words that you all know, such as:

Could

Would

Might

Should

May

Will

Must



Why use Modal Verbs in my academic 
writing?

Modal verbs offer shades of meaning

Modal verbs express varying degrees of possibility or 
certainly about a statement

Modal verbs can improve your credibility

Students aren’t always in the habit of using these words, because they are 
worried that if they use them it looks like they might not be certain. But do not 
be afraid to offer possibilities, to offer different interpretations, for example:

This could portray…

This may be because…

These results might show…



Look at this picture.

Now answer these questions using modal verbs:

What might this be a picture of?

What could it represent?



Look at this picture.

Now answer these questions using modal verbs.

What could have happened here?

What might have caused it?

Where could the people be?

What should happen now?



Look at this picture of Ganesha, the Hindu goddess of good fortune and 

success…

Now answer these questions using modal verbs:

What could this symbolise or represent?

Why might this be significant?



Look at this picture.

Now answer these questions using modal verbs: 

What could be happening here?

Why may it have happened in this place?

What can this suggest to us?



Got it? Great! Now you can add a ‘modifier’:
Modal verbs can be combined with various modifying words and phrases to 
further aid the expression of certainty, possibility, perception, interpretation 

etc.

Modal Verbs Modifiers

Can Almost                                              In a sense

Could Always                                             Necessarily

May Certainly                                          Often

Might Clearly                                             Perhaps

Must Consequently                                  Possibly                              

Shall Definitely                                          Probably

Should Effectively                                        Somewhat                     

Will Essentially                                         Ultimately                      

Would Immediately                                    Undoubtedly                             

In effect                                           Unquestionably

In fact



Here is a Maths distance-time graph

 You can interpret this graph using Modal verbs and modifiers, as follows:

 “The bus would certainly have been moving slowly at first because it was moving through traffic when 
leaving the city.”

 “[The increased speed] might be because the bus was travelling on a motorway.”

 “The bus could possibly have broken down between 8.00 and 8.30.”

 “Perhaps the bus stopped at a service station and that’s why it didn’t move for half an hour.”

 “The bus slowed down again – this may be because the traffic was bad going into Manford.” 



“I felt a funeral in my brain”

This is the first line of a poem by Emily 

Dickinson. But what could it mean?



Discuss this picture with a partner, using 

modal verbs and modifiers in your 

questions and answers!



Other language used in ‘hedging’
 ‘that’ clauses:

It could be the case that..

It might be suggested that..

There is every hope that.. 

 ‘to’ clauses:

It may be possible to obtain.. 

It is important to develop.. 

It is useful to study.. 

 verbs that ‘hedge’:

eg. believe, assume, suggest, tend to, seem to, appear to, indicate

The results seem to suggest..

This simile appears to convey..

 And the nominalised form of these verbs:

belief, assumption, suggestion, tendancy, etc



To summarise:

 Don’t be afraid to ‘hedge’ your response. Sometimes 

there is not just one answer. Sometimes it is important to 

consider other possibilities, other interpretations. 

 Hedging enables the writer to make claims that are 

proportionate to the evidence. In other words, hedging 

language helps to make statements as accurate as 

possible.

 Using modal verbs, modifiers and other ‘hedging’ 

phrases in your writing makes you sound confident and 

more academic. It shows that you know that sometimes 

there isn’t just one answer – there could be other 

explanations, ideas or possibilities. 


