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Abstract:

English studies have expanded considerably beyond its traditional literary-critical core to encompass a diverse set
of methodological approaches for analyzing language as it is actually used in institutional, professional, and
increasingly digital contexts. This paper surveys the contemporary theoretical and methodological landscape
English studies now brings to bear on discourse and professional communication, examining six converging
approaches: corpus linguistics, genre theory, systemic functional and multimodal discourse analysis, critical
discourse analysis, computer-mediated discourse analysis, and intercultural and translingual communication
studies. The review synthesizes foundational methodological statements from each tradition alongside recent
applied studies demonstrating how these approaches illuminate professional and workplace language specifically.
Particular attention is given to how corpus-linguistic methods have supplied an empirical, large-scale evidentiary
base that earlier, more interpretive discourse traditions lacked, and to how the increasing linguistic and cultural
diversity of professional communication has pushed the field toward translingual rather than purely monolingual
models of communicative competence. A single consolidated comparative table positions each contemporary
approach against its unit of analysis, methodological signature, and a representative professional-communication
finding. The paper concludes that contemporary English studies is most productively understood not as a single
unified discipline but as a coordinated methodological toolkit, in which corpus, genre, multimodal, critical, digital,
and intercultural approaches answer complementary rather than competing questions about professional language
use, and identifies integrated multimethod designs combining corpus evidence with critical and multimodal
interpretation as the central future research prospect.
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I. Introduction

English studies, historically organized around the close reading and interpretation of literary texts, has over the
past four decades developed a substantial and methodologically diverse subfield concerned with language as it
functions in professional, institutional, and workplace settings, a development driven both by the practical demand
for English for Specific Purposes (ESP) instruction and by broader theoretical developments in linguistics and
discourse studies [1], [7]. Hyland's comprehensive treatment of English for Specific Purposes and academic
discourse argued that this shift reflects a more general recognition within applied linguistics and English studies
that language varies systematically and analyzably by professional and disciplinary community, such that a
business email, a legal contract, and a medical case note are not merely different in subject matter but are governed
by distinct, empirically describable linguistic conventions that a general English curriculum does not adequately
capture [1]. This recognition has, in turn, motivated the development of several methodologically distinct
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approaches, each offering a different analytical lens onto professional language, rather than a single unified theory
of professional discourse.

Sinclair's foundational development of corpus linguistics established the first of these approaches, demonstrating
that large, electronically searchable collections of authentic language use could reveal systematic patterns of
collocation and phraseology invisible to introspective or small-sample analysis, a methodological innovation that
Biber and Conrad's subsequent register-analysis framework extended specifically to the comparative study of how
grammatical and lexical features vary systematically across registers, including professional and workplace
registers [2], [3]. Miller's reconceptualization of genre as social action, discussed further in Section 2.2, established
a second, more interpretively oriented approach, treating professional texts as typified rhetorical responses to
recurring communicative situations rather than as fixed formal templates, a framework Swales and Bhatia
subsequently operationalized into the move-structure analysis methodology widely applied across professional
and academic genre studies [4], [5], [6].

Halliday's systemic functional linguistics supplied a third approach, treating the clause-level grammatical choices
a speaker or writer makes, transitivity, mood, and theme particularly, as systematically related to the social
function that language performs in a given context, a framework Kress and van Leeuwen subsequently extended
beyond verbal language alone into a genuinely multimodal grammar capable of analyzing how image, layout, and
typography carry meaning alongside, and sometimes independently of, verbal text [7], [8]. Fairclough's critical
discourse analysis added a fourth, explicitly power-and-ideology-focused approach, treating language use as a site
of social struggle in which particular linguistic choices naturalize or contest existing power relations, a tradition
Herring extended specifically into the digital domain through computer-mediated discourse analysis, arguing that
online and digitally mediated communication constitutes a genuinely distinct discourse mode requiring dedicated
analytical tools rather than a straightforward extension of print-based discourse analysis [9], [10]. Finally,
Canagarajah's translingual practice framework and Scollon and Scollon's intercultural communication research
jointly constitute a sixth approach concerned specifically with how professional communication operates across,
rather than within, a single linguistic and cultural community, a concern of escalating practical importance as
professional communication increasingly occurs among interlocutors who do not share a first language or cultural
background [11], [12].

This paper surveys these six contemporary approaches, examining the specific methodological signature, unit of
analysis, and representative professional-communication findings each has produced, before turning to a
comparative discussion of how these approaches complement rather than compete with one another.

Research Objectives

. To survey the contemporary methodological landscape of English studies as applied to discourse and
professional communication.

. To examine corpus linguistics' contribution of large-scale, empirically grounded evidence to professional
discourse study.

. To synthesize genre-theoretic, systemic functional, and multimodal approaches to professional text
analysis.
. To evaluate critical discourse analysis and computer-mediated discourse analysis as approaches

addressing power and digital mediation respectively.

. To assess intercultural and translingual communication research as a response to professional
communication's increasing linguistic diversity.

I1. Contemporary Approaches: A Survey
2.1 Corpus Linguistics and the Empirical Study of Professional Register

Sinclair's foundational corpus-linguistic methodology established that meaning in language arises substantially
from recurrent patterns of co-occurrence, collocation, rather than from the meaning of individual words considered
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in isolation, a principle Sinclair formalized through concordance-based analysis of large electronic text collections
that made such recurrent patterns empirically visible and quantifiable for the first time at scale [2]. Biber and
Conrad's register-analysis framework extended this corpus-linguistic methodology specifically to the comparative
study of linguistic variation across registers, formalizing register as a variety of language defined by its situational
characteristics, purpose, participants, and setting, and demonstrating through large-sample corpus comparison that
professional and workplace registers exhibit statistically distinct patterns of grammatical complexity, lexical
density, and stance-marking relative to conversational or academic registers [3]. Koester's corpus-based analysis
of workplace talk applied this methodology directly to spoken professional discourse, compiling a corpus of
authentic office interactions, meetings, service encounters, and informal workplace talk, and finding that
workplace spoken genres exhibit their own recurrent phraseological and interactional patterns, including
characteristic hedging and politeness strategies, that a corpus built from written professional genres alone would
not reveal [13]. Handford's related corpus-based study of business meeting discourse specifically found that
business meetings exhibit a recurrent, corpus-identifiable set of phraseological patterns associated with specific
interactional functions, proposing action, managing disagreement, and closing a topic among them, providing a
concrete empirical foundation for teaching business-meeting communication that moves beyond intuition-based
pedagogical materials [14].

2.2 Genre Theory and Move-Structure Analysis

Miller's foundational reconceptualization of genre as social action argued that a genre should be understood not
as a fixed textual form but as a typified rhetorical response a discourse community develops because it recurrently
faces a similar communicative exigence, a formulation that shifted genre analysis away from static formal
taxonomy toward the study of genre as situated communicative practice [4]. Swales's subsequent application of
this social-action view to academic and professional research settings introduced the influential concept of the
discourse community and formalized move-structure analysis, the identification of conventionalized rhetorical
"moves" that recurrently structure a genre's internal organization, a methodology Bhatia extended from academic
research articles specifically into professional business genres including sales letters, job application letters, and
legal documents [5], [6]. Bazerman's historical and sociological account of the experimental research article's
emergence as a genre demonstrated that genre conventions are not timeless but the product of a discourse
community's evolving epistemological needs, a historicizing insight with direct relevance to contemporary
professional genres, email, instant messaging, and professional social media, that have emerged and stabilized
within living memory [15]. Yates and Orlikowski's organizational-communication application of genre theory to
the memo specifically demonstrated that introducing new communication technology does not simply replace an
existing genre but triggers genre negotiation, during which existing conventions are selectively imported,
modified, or fractured within the new medium, a finding of direct relevance to the digitally mediated genres
discussed in Section 2.4 [16].

2.3 Systemic Functional Linguistics and Multimodal Discourse Analysis

Halliday's systemic functional linguistics treats grammar not as a fixed formal system but as a resource speakers
and writers select from to perform social and ideological functions, formalizing three simultaneous metafunctions,
ideational (representing experience), interpersonal (enacting social relationships), and textual (organizing
information), that any clause performs concurrently [7]. Halliday and Hasan's related register framework
operationalized this system specifically for situational analysis, characterizing register variation along field, tenor,
and mode dimensions that professional communication varies across systematically as speakers and writers move
between formal reports and informal workplace exchanges [17]. Kress and van Leeuwen's extension of this
systemic functional apparatus into a genuinely multimodal grammar argued that contemporary professional and
institutional communication, particularly in digital form, cannot be adequately analyzed through verbal text alone,
since layout, image, color, and typography carry systematically analyzable meaning operating alongside, and
sometimes in tension with, verbal language [8]. Machin and Mayr's applied multimodal critical discourse analysis
demonstrated this framework's direct relevance to professional and institutional communication specifically,
showing that corporate annual reports, advertising, and institutional websites deploy visual design choices that
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carry ideological and persuasive functions comparable in systematicity to the verbal linguistic devices classical
discourse analysis examines [18].

2.4 Critical Discourse Analysis and Computer-Mediated Discourse

Fairclough's critical discourse analysis framework structures analysis around three interconnected dimensions, the
text itself, discursive practice (production, distribution, and consumption), and social practice (broader
institutional context), explicitly linking micro-level linguistic choice to macro-level power relations, a framework
van Dijk's socio-cognitive extension further developed by arguing that discourse structures act on social structures
through shared mental models and social cognitions rather than directly [9], [19]. This critical tradition has been
extended specifically into digital contexts through Herring's foundational computer-mediated discourse analysis
framework, which argues that online communication constitutes a genuinely distinct discourse mode combining
features of spoken and written language while introducing structurally novel features, threading, quoting
conventions, and platform-specific formatting constraints, that print-oriented discourse analysis was not designed
to address [10]. KhosraviNik's subsequent development of social media critical discourse studies extended this
digital-discourse tradition to the specifically participatory, algorithmically curated environment of contemporary
social media, arguing that discursive power in this environment operates not only through the linguistic content
users produce but through platform-level architecture and algorithmic ranking that determines which discourse
achieves visibility, a dimension of power with no direct analogue in earlier print- or broadcast-era critical discourse
analysis [20].

2.5 Intercultural and Translingual Approaches to Professional Communication

Scollon and Scollon's foundational intercultural communication framework argued that professional and
institutional miscommunication across cultural boundaries frequently arises not from simple language barriers but
from differing culturally patterned discourse systems, distinct expectations regarding face, politeness, and
appropriate directness that operate below the level of individual word choice, a framework with direct relevance
to the increasingly multinational and multicultural composition of contemporary professional workplaces [12].
Louhiala-Salminen and Kankaanranta's empirical study of professional communication in global, English-as-
lingua-franca business contexts extended this intercultural concern with direct evidence from multinational
corporate settings, finding that successful international business communicators developed a distinct, situationally
adaptive competence the authors term "BELF" competence, business English as a lingua franca, characterized
less by native-speaker grammatical correctness than by shared professional and genre knowledge allowing
communicators from different linguistic backgrounds to interpret one another's texts accurately despite
considerable surface linguistic variation [21]. Canagarajah's translingual practice framework pushed this line of
inquiry further, arguing that treating multilingual professional communicators' language use as a deficient
approximation of monolingual native-speaker norms fundamentally misdescribes what is actually happening
communicatively, proposing instead that successful multilingual professional communication should be
understood as the skilled, strategic deployment of multiple linguistic resources simultaneously, a translingual
rather than purely interlanguage framing that has substantially reshaped how English studies approaches
multilingual professional contexts [11].

2.6 Convergence and Complementarity Across Approaches

These six approaches, though methodologically and often institutionally distinct, address complementary rather
than competing questions about professional communication. Corpus linguistics answers questions about
recurrent, quantifiable pattern at scale that genre theory's more interpretive move-structure analysis, applied
typically to smaller, purposively selected text samples, cannot answer with comparable statistical confidence,
while genre theory in turn answers questions about situated communicative purpose and discourse-community
convention that corpus frequency data alone cannot directly reveal [2], [4], [13]. Systemic functional and
multimodal analysis supply the fine-grained grammatical and visual-design vocabulary needed to describe
precisely how a given text or multimodal artifact performs its social function, a level of textual detail neither
corpus frequency counts nor genre-level move structure fully captures on their own [7], [8]. Critical discourse
analysis and computer-mediated discourse analysis add the power-relations and medium-specific dimensions that
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a purely descriptive linguistic or genre-theoretic account can bracket out entirely, while intercultural and
translingual approaches add the cross-cultural and multilingual dimension increasingly central to actual
contemporary professional communication but largely absent from discourse traditions developed originally
around monolingual, culturally homogeneous discourse communities [9], [10], [11], [12].

II1. Methodology

This paper adopts a qualitative, interpretive synthesis of foundational and applied literature spanning corpus
linguistics, genre theory, systemic functional and multimodal discourse analysis, critical discourse analysis,
computer-mediated discourse analysis, and intercultural/translingual communication studies. Rather than a single-
method empirical study, the review organizes the six approaches along three comparative dimensions: primary
unit of analysis (word/phrase frequency, generic move structure, clause-level grammatical choice,
discursive/social practice, or cross-cultural communicative competence); methodological signature (quantitative
corpus analysis, qualitative interpretive analysis, or mixed methods); and the specific type of professional-
communication research question each approach is best equipped to answer.

IV. Results and Discussion
4.1 A Consolidated Comparison of Approaches

Table 1 consolidates the survey in Section I into a single reference structure, positioning each approach against
its unit of analysis, methodological signature, and a representative professional-communication finding, so that
the six traditions can be compared at a glance without requiring separate tables for each comparative dimension.

Table 1. Contemporary Approaches to Discourse and Professional Communication in English Studies

Approach Unit of Analysis Methodological Representative Professional-
Signature Communication Finding

Corpus linguistics Word/phrase Quantitative, Workplace spoken  genres
frequency and | computational analysis of | show distinct, corpus-
collocation across | authentic samples identifiable phraseological and
large text politeness patterns [13], [14]
collections

Genre theory / move- | Generic move | Qualitative, interpretive | Business  genres  exhibit

structure analysis structure and | analysis of purposively | conventionalized move
discourse- selected texts structures; new technology
community triggers genre negotiation
convention rather than replacement [6],

[16]

verbal text

Systemic functional | Clause-level Qualitative Register varies systematically

linguistics grammatical grammatical/functional by field, tenor, and mode
choice (transitivity, | analysis across professional contexts
mood, theme) (71, [17]

Multimodal discourse | Visual/design Qualitative  multimodal | Corporate  visual  design

analysis elements alongside | semiotic analysis carries ideological/persuasive

function comparable to verbal
devices [8], [18]

Critical discourse analysis

Discursive practice
and its relation to
power structures

Qualitative, three-
dimensional

social analysis

textual-

Linguistic choices naturalize
or contest institutional power
relations [9], [19]
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Computer-mediated Digitally mediated, | Qualitative analysis | Platform architecture and
discourse analysis platform-specific adapted to digital medium | algorithmic  ranking  co-
discourse features | constraints determine discursive visibility
[10], [20]
Intercultural/translingual | Cross-cultural and | Mixed methods (survey, | Shared professional/genre
communication multilingual interview, discourse | knowledge, not native-speaker
communicative analysis) correctness, predicts
competence successful  lingua  franca
communication [11], [21]

4.2 Discussion

The comparison in Table 1 supports this paper’s central claim that contemporary English studies’ approach to
professional communication is most accurately characterized as a coordinated methodological toolkit rather than
a single theory competing for exclusive explanatory authority. Each approach examines a genuinely distinct unit
of analysis, frequency pattern, generic move, clause-level choice, multimodal design, discursive-power relation,
or cross-cultural competence, a distinction that explains why the representative findings in the table’s final column
each address a different kind of question about professional communication rather than any single study
attempting to address all six dimensions simultaneously [2], [4], [7], [8], [9], [11]. This distribution also makes
the case for approach selection practically actionable: a scale-and-frequency question calls for corpus methods, a
form-and-purpose question calls for genre theory, and a power-and-ideology question calls for critical discourse
analysis, rather than approaches being selected on the basis of disciplinary habit or researcher training alone.

The corpus-linguistic tradition’s empirical, large-scale evidentiary base, exemplified by Koester’s and Handford’s
workplace-discourse corpora, supplies precisely the kind of statistically grounded pattern evidence that the more
interpretively oriented genre, critical, and multimodal traditions have historically lacked, while those interpretive
traditions in turn supply the functional and ideological interpretation that corpus frequency counts alone cannot
provide [2], [4], [9], [13], [14]. The intercultural and translingual approaches reviewed in Section 2.5 add a further
dimension increasingly indispensable to contemporary professional communication research specifically:
Louhiala-Salminen and Kankaanranta’s BELF competence finding indicates that successful professional
communication in genuinely multilingual, multinational contexts depends on a form of competence that neither
corpus-derived native-speaker norms nor monolingual genre conventions alone adequately describe, reinforcing
this paper’s broader argument that no single approach reviewed here is individually sufficient for the full range of
contemporary professional-communication phenomena [11], [21]. Read together with Yates and Orlikowski’s
genre-negotiation finding and KhosraviNik’s platform-power finding, this pattern also suggests that the
approaches most recently developed, computer-mediated discourse analysis and translingual practice theory
particularly, have emerged specifically to address dimensions of professional communication, digital mediation
and multilingual competence respectively, that the earlier, foundational approaches were not originally designed
to capture, indicating that the field’s methodological toolkit continues to expand in direct response to how
professional communication itself continues to change [11], [16], [20].

V. Conclusion

This paper has surveyed six contemporary approaches contemporary English studies brings to bear on discourse
and professional communication: corpus linguistics, genre theory, systemic functional and multimodal discourse
analysis, critical discourse analysis, computer-mediated discourse analysis, and intercultural and translingual
communication studies. The evidence indicates that these approaches are best understood as a complementary
methodological toolkit rather than as competing theories of professional discourse, with each approach examining
a distinct unit of analysis and answering a distinct type of research question that the other approaches, considered
individually, cannot fully address. Corpus linguistics supplies large-scale, empirically grounded pattern evidence;
genre theory explains situated communicative form and purpose; systemic functional and multimodal analysis

https://kommerstad.org 2603



Minnesota Journal of Business Law and Entrepreneurship
Volume 2026, No. 3
ISSN: 1540-3270

supply fine-grained functional description of both verbal and visual meaning-making; critical discourse analysis
and computer-mediated discourse analysis add power-relational and medium-specific dimensions; and
intercultural and translingual communication studies address the cross-cultural and multilingual competence
increasingly central to actual contemporary professional communication. The field’s continued vitality depends
on researchers selecting, and where appropriate combining, these approaches deliberately according to the specific
research question at hand rather than defaulting to a single familiar method regardless of fit.

VI. Future Work

Future research should prioritize integrated, multimethod studies that combine corpus-linguistic evidence with
critical and multimodal interpretation within a single research design, since the approaches surveyed in this paper
have, to date, been applied predominantly in methodological isolation from one another despite their
complementary strengths. Further work is needed to extend the corpus-linguistic workplace-discourse tradition
Koester and Handford established toward digitally mediated professional genres specifically, building large,
representative corpora of workplace instant messaging and professional social media comparable in scale and
rigor to the spoken-workplace-discourse corpora already available. Continued research should also extend
Canagarajah’s translingual practice framework empirically into a broader range of professional sectors and
language pairings beyond the contexts in which it has primarily been developed, to establish how robustly the
translingual competence model generalizes across different multilingual professional environments. Finally,
future work should pursue closer integration between the multimodal discourse analysis tradition and the
computer-mediated discourse analysis tradition specifically, since contemporary digital professional
communication increasingly combines text, image, video, and interactive design elements in ways that neither
tradition alone, developed respectively for static print/visual media and for earlier, primarily textual digital
communication, was designed to fully capture.
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