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Today's Goals

Corporate Language Training: Offer a glimpse 
into the world of corporate language training 

and the opportunities it presents for materials 
writers. Five case studies.

Deconstructing BELF: Explore the meaning of 
English as a business lingua franca (BELF) and 

its impact on the broader ELT industry, 
particularly Business English and ESP.



Deconstructing 
BELF

Research and implications



Let’s start by 
looking at some 
authentic 
business 
interactions



Software development team meeting in Southern Germany. All the 
Germans speak good English (C1-C2). Today they have a project update 
from one of their Indian developers, who has flown in from Bangalore. He is 
a “native speaker” of English.



Too fast. Too technical. I 
didn’t understand what he 

was talking about.



An email about travel arrangements

Hi Lin

Just to let you know the visa came through today 
- all successful. See you in Wuhan :-)

Bernd



Response

Good news

I have booked my train tickets back and forth. I will 
meet you Wuhan G train Station. I will arrive the station 
at 20:00 around earlier than you. You will 
arrive Wuhan Station at 20:40 around.



Another example
Hi Lehmann

How have you been? Have you got my last email? I haven't 
heard from for some time.  I would like to meet you on the 
skype to talk about the invitation letter and something for this 
year team training. We have booked your flight ticket couple of 
months ago. Hope you reply me after you get this email.

Looking forward to your sound.

Nigel Chan



Another example

Hi Lehmann

How have you been? Have you got my last email? I haven't heard from for 
some time.  I would like to meet you on the skype to talk about the 
invitation letter and something for this year team training. We have 
booked your flight ticket couple of months ago. Hope you reply me after 
you get this email.

Looking forward to your sound.

Nigel Chan Looking forward to hearing from you

Call to action

surname instead of first 
name

you



Response from Hans Lehmann

Hi Nigel

Good to hear from you - yes very happy to skype. At the 
moment I am on my way to Japan - I will check my schedule 
for next week and get back to you.

BR

Hans 



Response from Nigel Chan

Good!
You are the way to Japan. For business or relax. last 
week I planned to visit Japan on this National Day. 
It is denied by my wife.  . Hope you have a ggod 
time there!
Nigel Chan



The only issue …

Good news

I have booked my train tickets back and forth. I will meet 
you Wuhan G train Station. I will arrive the station at 20:00 
around earlier than you. You will arrive Wuhan Station at 20:40 
around.



Examples of non-
standard English

• I used the before reference 
(previous)

• I ask for a quick glance for this 
paragraph

• Ok I note it. We will think later 
on.

• Any idea where is?

• Can I get back to you later? I 
need more thoughts for that.

• I would like listen comments 
from experts here.



What is BELF research?

• Investigates use of English in international business contexts
• Highlights communication strategies used to “get the job done”

• Accommodation
• Translanguaging / multilingualism
• Non-verbal communication
• Negotiation of meaning / co-construction of meaning
• Pragmatic strategies
• Politeness / appropriateness



Business English and BELF

“A distinction must be made between the traditional conception of 
business English (BE) and BELF: whereas BE refers to the language 
required to function in the workplace, BELF underscores that this 
English usage is not a static, codified body of knowledge. Rather, 
BELF is constantly evolving and negotiated in real time between 
interactants in different contexts.”

Peltonen, L., & Hu, G. (2025). Addressing linguacultural competencies in business English 
pedagogy. ELT Journal, ccaf017.



What is BELF?

“BELF is perceived as an enabling resource to get the 
work done. Since it is highly context-bound and 
situation-specific, it is a moving target defying 
detailed linguistic description.” (p. 129)

Kankaanranta, A., Louhiala-Salminen, L. & Karhunen, P. (2015). English in multinational companies: 

implications for teaching “English” at an international business school. Journal of English as a Lingua 

Franca, 4(1), 125–148. 



BELF is evolving

“we want to emphasize the domain of use rather than the type of English”

Kankaanranta, A., & Louhiala-Salminen, L. (2013). “What language does global business speak?” The concept and 
development of BELF. Ibérica, 26, 17-34.

English as a business lingua franca

Business English as a lingua franca

BELF

Revisiting BELF and 
where are we now 
(Virginia López Grisolía)

31 August 2025



The “B” in BELF

• Domain of use – international 
business community / business 
context / business culture

• Overall goal – getting the job 
done – goal-oriented 
interactions / task oriented. 
Rapport building is part of this.

• Business knowledge and 
expertise – knowledge of 
business practices, specialized 
lexis, genre conventions, hard 
skills



“What does this mean 
for the teaching of 
workplace talk?”

“How can we prepare learners if 
nothing is fixed or patterned or 
identifiable? How can an ESP 
practitioner make use of findings 
that suggest there is no single right 
way to do anything, or that the 
same people will do things 
differently on different days, in 
different meetings, in different 
organizations?” (p. 293)

Marra, M. (2025). English in the workplace. 
In S. Starfield, & C.A. Hafner (Eds.), The 
Handbook of English for Specific Purposes 
(2nd ed., pp. 284-304). Wiley.



Workplace learning

“Learning … seems to happen most effectively in business 
“communities of practice” rather than in traditional English 
training”
Ehrenreich, S. (2010). English as a lingua franca in a German multinational corporation: meeting the 
challenge. Journal of Business Communication, 47(4), 408-443.

“I illustrated how heavily their learning was sourced from their 
own experience of using English at work, rather than from a 
systematic study of English.”
Takino, M. (2019). Becoming BELF users: the learning process of business users of English and its 
conceptualization. Journal of English as a lingua franca, 8(2), 235–267.



Workplace learning

“Hamad, who worked in process engineering, attributed his 
strengths in English to his time in the reservoir field in the 
United States and Norway, where he learned to 
communicate in what he called “the company way.”” (pp. 
503-504)

Hodges, A., & Seawright, L. (2023). Transnational technical communication: English as a business lingua 
franca in engineering workplaces. Business and Professional Communication Quarterly, 86(4), 498–513.



We know 
that context 

is key

We know that 
communication 

strategies are key

We know a lot about how English is used in 
the international workplace



Linguacultural 
competence is 

critical



BELF research and teaching materials

“Despite the large body of work that now exists that has revealed 
much about how English is used as a second or additional language 
by users across the globe in business and professional 
communication, it is still the case that very few of these findings 
have as yet been incorporated into teaching materials.” (p. 507)

Nickerson, C. (2025). English for Specific Purposes and English as a Lingua Franca. In S. Starfield, & C.A. 
Hafner (Eds.), The Handbook of English for Specific Purposes (2nd ed., pp. 505-524). Wiley.



Corporate 
language 
training

Five case studies





Learning clusters – surround learners with 
meaningful learning assets

“Instead of designing one 
training program per capability 
gap, L&D needs to shift to 
designing multiple assets and 
connecting learners with the 
learning assets they need.” 
(p. 35)
Owens, L.M.D., & Kadakia, C. (2020). Designing for 
modern learning: Beyond ADDIE and SAM. Association 
for Talent Development. 

Learner

Informal 
learning

Peer 
coaching

Self-
directed 
learning

On-the-
job 

training

Formal 
training 
course



Corporate 
training 
materials 
have been 
around for a 
long time.

1995 Brain Howe Associates

Key lexis 
translated 

into GermanTraditional
grammar 
syllabus

Company 
specific 
content

PPP 
methodology

Company 
logo



Case study 1 – 
writing for a 
language school
• Language school wanted more 

context-specific materials for 
one of its clients

• Teachers only spend a few 
hours per week with the 
learners – not really enough to 
know the context

• Teachers lack expertise / time 
to develop materials 
themselves



Working with 
company 
documentation
1 Read the document.

2 Underline the following 
terms. What do they mean? 

• Factory Acceptance Test

• Site Acceptance Test

• Commissioning

• Final Acceptance

3 What happens at each event? 
Work with a partner and make a 
list.



Task-based learning – role-plays

Work with a partner. One of you works for XXX, and the other 

is a client. 



Focus on specific needs

Materials 
developed 
for software 
developers 
working on 
a steel plant 
project.



Case study 2 – 
writing for a 
publisher
• Publisher approached by 

corporate client 
(automotive industry)

• Decision to produce 
supplementary material 
(worksheets) using 
publisher templates

• Desktop research – 
writers had no direct 
access to the client



Analyse lexis N.B. Thinking about lexical items in terms 
of proficiency levels does not make sense



Worksheets



Case study 3 – 
writing for a 
company training 
department

• Multinational – 200k+ 
employees around the world. 
Different products / services.

• Large pool of in-house 
trainers / external trainers 

• Materials – published 
coursebooks, supplemented 
by bespoke in-house 
materials



White-labelling
A

You are a potential [insert department name] 

customer. You are interested in hearing about 

[insert product / service] because you might 

buy it in the future. However, your present 

[insert product / service] works reasonably 

well, and you think you can last at least [insert 

number] more years before making a decision.

Fill in the framework below and then be 

prepared to discuss your needs with an [insert 

product / service] representative. 

B

You represent [insert department 
name]. You are about to meet a 
potential customer who may be 
interested in buying [insert product / 
service] sometime in the future. 

Fill in the framework below, and then 
be prepared to persuade the potential 
customer that he should invest in 
[insert product / service] sooner 
rather than later. 



Final checks Expert 
insiders

Piloting

Revisions

Teacher 
guidelines



Case study 4 – 
writing for an e-
learning company
• Sales training for retail client
• Bespoke, not white-label
• Internal sales associates – 

staff of 47 boutiques, approx. 
250 people

• External sales associates 
working at retailers and in 
external boutiques – staff of 
900 POS, approx. 5,000 people 

• Priority is to develop 
connection to the brand and 
knowledge for ALL sales 
associates. (NOT ELT!).



Client’s objectives

• Lever sales

• Rank 1st in sales staff’s minds 
and light the fire of passion in 
them

• Make them understand what 
XXX stands for in a 
contemporary and lively way

• Keep salesforce attached to the 
brand even when they change 
job from one retailer to another

• Become a reference on product 
knowledge with the tools 
provided

• KPIs to analyze the training 
effort of a partner



Prototyping
Pre-test

2-minute test / 
needs analysis 

100% passing - user 
can skip modules 
and go directly to 

assessment

Module 1

10-15 min. learning 
module

Input: video, audio, 
images, text

Practice: 
interactions, 

comprehension 
exercises

Productive skills 
task to link to 

community

Module 2 

10-15 min. learning 
module

Input: video, audio, 
images, text

Practice: 
interactions, 

comprehension 
exercises

Productive skills 
task to link to 

community

Module 3

10-15 min. learning 
module

Input: video, audio, 
images, text

Practice: 
interactions, 

comprehension 
exercises

Productive skills 
task to link to 

community



Case study 5 – writing for 
an intergovernmental 
organization (APEC SEN)

• Maritime English
• Range of groups with very  

different needs

General maritime 
English

Deck Officers

Engineers

VTS



General Maritime English – 
intercultural communication



Focus on key 
expressions

Focus on job 
skills

Logbook 
entry

Transcript of 
radio 

conversation

Deck Officers



Features of corporate 
training materials

• Wide range of client types – each project is unique

• Close collaboration with expert insiders / 
stakeholders

• Based on analysis of the client’s workplace discourse 
and client’s  business objectives / learning needs

• Rarely available outside the company / organization



But what about AI? 
Yes, for sure, but …

• Insufficient training data 
– rarely includes specific 
corporate content (e.g. 
spoken  discourse from 
a CoP)

• Sycophancy – aligning 
with the user’s 
perspective

• Hallucination – incorrect 
output presented as fact

• Bias – e.g. training data, 
algorithms, prompts



Today's Goals

Corporate Language Training: Offer a glimpse 
into the world of corporate language training 

and the opportunities it presents for materials 
writers. Five case studies.

Deconstructing BELF: Explore the meaning of 
English as a business lingua franca (BELF) and 

its impact on the broader ELT industry, 
particularly Business English and ESP.

We know a lot about BELF. We don’t 
know much about how people 

become BELF users in the workplace.

Plenty of potential outside the “ELT 
bubble”.



Further reading

https://communicationlights.de/resources/

Corporate language trainingEnglish as a business 
lingua franca
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