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This research paper provides a systematic theoretical
review of corpus linguistics within modern linguistic research. The
primary objective is to clarify the shifting conceptual definitions of a
corpus, trace its historical development from manual text collections
to the digital era, and evaluate its core methodological frameworks.
Using a qualitative desk-research design, this study filters and
analyzes core academic texts and foundational literature published
since the 1960s. The results show that the definition of a corpus has
evolved from a loose text collection into a highly structured, digital
dataset designed for specific research questions. Furthermore,
historical data highlights major technological milestones, such as the
creation of early computer corpora and the rise of mega-corpora,
which shifted linguistics into an empirical science. The analysis also
reveals that while the field remains theoretically divided between
corpus-based and corpus-driven methods, modern applied
linguistics increasingly blends both approaches to solve practical
problems. The significance of these findings lies in their application
to language education and artificial intelligence. Understanding
corpus design helps practitioners build accurate language teaching
materials while providing the baseline data needed to train natural
language processing tools, ensuring that future digital innovation
remains anchored in natural human communication.
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Introduction

For a long time, linguistic research relied heavily on the personal intuition and theoretical
reflection of scholars. Researchers often create their own examples to analyze language structures.
However, the rise of computing technology in the late twentieth century shifted the discipline toward
empirical, evidence-based approaches. At the center of this change is corpus linguistics, which
investigates language through large, digital collections of real-world texts known as corpora. Today,
corpus linguistics is recognized as a powerful methodological framework rather than an isolated theory.
It allows linguists to discover what is actually frequent and natural in daily communication (McEnery &
Brezina, 2022) Despite its widespread use, the field currently faces several challenges. First, as digital
technology advances, the precise definition and boundaries of a corpus are becoming less clear
(Gauthier, 2025). Many researchers struggle to collect data that truly reflects real language use. Second,
scholars continue to debate whether a corpus should only be used to validate existing theories, or if
the data itself should drive the creation of new linguistic descriptions (Tognini-Bonelli, 2001). Finally,
there is a gap between rapid technological developments and basic research practices. Many language
practitioners use advanced software and digital vocabulary materials, but they often lack a clear
understanding of how the underlying corpus data was designed (Crosthwaite, 2024). This challenge is
further intensified in the era of artificial intelligence, where language teachers increasingly rely on
automated platforms and Large Language Models (LLMs) to generate and evaluate ELT coursebooks
without grounding these data-driven analyses in established linguistic theories (Ly, 2026a).

This lack of methodological clarity can lead to errors in data analysis. To address these issues,
researchers need a systematic overview of the field. This research paper provides a concise review of
corpus linguistics by examining its historical development, clarifying its core methodologies, and
outlining its future directions in modern applied linguistics.

Research Aim and Research Questions

The primary objective of this research paper is to provide a systematic and critical review of corpus
linguistics within modern linguistic research. Specifically, this study aims to clarify the shifting definitions
of a corpus, trace its historical development from early text collections to the digital era, and evaluate
its core methodological frameworks. By doing so, the paper seeks to address current challenges in data
interpretation and outline the future directions of corpus applications in an increasingly technology-
driven academic landscape.

To achieve this main goal, the study synthesizes the evolving conceptual boundaries of a corpus
in existing literature, identifies the key technological shifts that drove the historical evolution of the
discipline, and analyzes the practical contributions and methodological divisions in modern corpus
applications.

To guide the investigation, this study addresses the following three research questions:

1. RQ1: How is the concept of a corpus defined, characterized, and classified in
foundational and current linguistic literature?

2. RQ2: What are the key historical milestones and technological changes that have
shaped the evolution of corpus linguistics?
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3. RQ3: What are the core methodological approaches in corpus studies, and how
do they inform the future directions of modern applied linguistics?

Literature Review
1. Definitions and Classifications of a Corpus

To understand the scientific value of corpus linguistics, researchers must first establish what a
corpus actually is. Early studies defined it simply as any collection of texts chosen for language analysis
(Francis & Kucera, 1982). As computer tools advanced, Sinclair (2004b) emphasized that a true corpus
must consist of naturally occurring texts, collected according to strict rules. Modern scholars state that
a corpus must be digital, organized, representative, and limited in size (McEnery & Hardie, 2012).

Previous literature divides corpora into specific types based on research goals. General corpora,
like the British National Corpus, represent a language as a whole (Biber et al., 2021). In contrast,
specialized corpora focus on narrow areas, such as academic (Chang, 2014) or medical language
(Florescu & Ohniwa, 2025). While these divisions are well-known, the rapid rise of internet
communication challenges these traditional categories, creating a clear need to review how these
definitions adapt to new digital formats. Moreover, from a pedagogical perspective, the structural
representative of specialized corpora serves as a baseline for evaluating materials, ensuring that
selected resources achieve an appropriate skills-systems balance and align with learners’ needs (Ly,
2025).

2. Historical Development and Technological Shifts

The history of corpus linguistics is closely tied to computer progress. Before the 1960s, empirical
language study relied on manual data collection, in which researchers used paper index cards to count
word frequencies (Kennedy, 1998). This early era required a lot of hard work, which greatly limited the
size and scope of datasets. The field experienced a major change with the creation of the Brown Corpus
in the 1960s, which contained one million words of written American English (Meyer, 2002). This project
proved that computers could successfully store and analyze large amounts of language data.

During the 1990s, the discipline grew quickly with the development of large corpora containing
hundreds of millions of words (Brezina, 2018). Scholars like Biber (1993) showed that these big datasets
allowed for accurate statistical analyses of grammatical patterns and text variations. Understanding this
history is important because it shows how current computer limits directly affect data reliability.

3. Methodological Divisions: Corpus-Based versus Corpus-Driven

A major point of discussion in previous research is the methodological division between corpus-
based and corpus-driven approaches. Tognini-Bonelli (2001) clearly explained this distinction, which
remains central to modern debates. A corpus-based approach uses corpus data mainly to check, test,
or change existing linguistic theories (Xiao, 2008). In this model, the theory remains the main driver,
and the corpus serves as a tool to validate it.

On the other hand, a corpus-driven approach claims that the data itself should be the only source
of linguistic description (Biber, 2015). Researchers allow the patterns within the corpus to create new
theoretical ideas without pre-existing assumptions. Recent reviews show that while this distinction is
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clear in theory, practical applications often mix the two approaches (McEnery & Hardie, 2012). Many
modern studies combine elements of both methods without a clear reason. This lack of clarity can
weaken the validity of the research findings, which is why a clear review of these core methods is
essential. Recent conceptual investigations reiterate this concern, arguing that advanced
computational and Al-supported tools must function purely as analytical supports rather than
autonomous evaluators to maintain theoretical integrity (Ly, 2026b).

Research Methodology

This study uses a qualitative desk research design to conduct a systematic review of the corpus
linguistics literature. As a theoretical review, the methodology focuses on a clear process of selecting,
filtering, and analyzing published academic texts to ensure reliability (Snyder, 2019).

The research process followed three main steps. First, an initial search was conducted across
major databases, including Scopus, Google Scholar, Web of Science, and ResearchGate. The search
terms included “corpus linguistics definition”, “history of corpus linguistics”, and “corpus-based versus
corpus-driven”. The search was limited to books, book chapters, and peer-reviewed journal articles.

Second, strict selection rules filtered the texts. To be included, publications had to focus directly
on the theoretical development or methodology of corpus linguistics and be published by recognized
academic sources. General opinion pieces, brief abstracts, and non-academic web sources were
excluded, leaving a final selection of core texts from the 1980s to recent papers.

Finally, the selected literature was analyzed using thematic analysis based on three categories:
conceptual definitions, historical milestones, and methodological frameworks. Comparing these
categories allows this study to identify the main theoretical shifts in the discipline.

Research Results and Discussion

The analysis of the selected literature provides clear answers to the three research questions
regarding the definitions, history, and methods of corpus linguistics.

1. Conceptual Definitions and Classifications

Regarding RQ1, the results show that the definition of a corpus has evolved from a loose
collection of texts into a highly structured dataset. Foundational literature initially viewed a corpus as a
general collection of texts used for language analysis (Francis & Kucera, 1982; Sinclair, 2004a). In
contrast, current literature establishes strict criteria: modern corpora must be digital, systematically
organized, and representative of a specific language variety (McEnery & Hardie, 2012; Wynne, 2005).
To achieve representativeness, researchers now balance their data selection across different text
genres rather than just gathering a large volume of words. They must account for variables like spoken
versus written modes, formal versus informal registers, and demographic factors (Ne'matova & Hakima,
2025; Szmrecsanyi & Engel, 2023).

Furthermore, classifications have expanded. While early research relied mostly on general
corpora to study whole languages, current studies frequently utilize specialized, parallel, and learner
corpora (Hakima & Iroda, 2025). These specialized tools allow researchers to target the specific
linguistic features of distinct professional domains. This shift indicates that a corpus is no longer just a
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passive storage of words, but an active tool designed for specific research questions (Egbert et al.,
2022)s.

2. Historical Milestones and Technological Shifts

For RQ2, the historical data highlights two major technological milestones. The first milestone was
the transition from manual counting to computer storage in the 1960s, marked by the creation of the
Brown Corpus (Francis & Kucera, 1982; Kholkovskaia, 2017). This shift allowed researchers to move
past paper index cards and analyze one million words efficiently.

The second milestone occurred in the 1990s with the rise of mega-corpora like the British National
Corpus, which expanded data sizes to hundreds of millions of words (Biber, 1993; Friginal et al., 2014).
These technological changes did not just make data collection faster; they changed linguistic theory by
proving that rare grammatical patterns can only be detected through massive datasets. Instead of
relying on personal opinions, linguists can now use real frequency numbers to describe how people
actually use language. This empirical shift forced researchers to re-examine traditional grammar rules,
as corpus data often revealed that actual language use differs significantly from textbook examples (Li,
2024).

3. Methodological Approaches and Future Horizons

For RQ3, the results confirm that the field remains theoretically divided between corpus-based
and corpus-driven methodologies (Lu et al., 2021; Tognini-Bonelli, 2001). The corpus-based approach
uses data to test pre-existing theories, while the corpus-driven approach allows data to form new
theories from scratch (Meyer, 2014). However, this strict division is becoming less useful in practice.
Modern researchers usually combine both methods to analyze actual texts more effectively. A study
might begin with an existing theoretical framework but remain open to new patterns that emerge from
the software analysis.

These methodologies directly inform the future of the discipline. As language research enters the
era of artificial intelligence, the focus is moving toward multimodal corpora that combine spoken,
written, and visual data (Zhao & Nazir, 2022). Future studies will focus on how these integrated datasets
can improve language teaching materials and natural language processing tools, ensuring that corpus
linguistics remains central to digital innovation (Ali et al., 2026). In local contexts, such as higher
education in Vietnam, integrating these technology-enhanced corpus tools can effectively foster
learner autonomy and bridge the gap between theoretical insights and digital classroom applications
(Tran & Ly, 2025).
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Figure 1
Key milestones in corpus linguistics (Source: author’'s own development)
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Conclusions

This theoretical review has synthesized the development of corpus linguistics across its
definitions, history, and methods. The recapitulation shows that a corpus has evolved from a simple text
collection into a structured, digital tool. Major technological milestones, including early computer
storage and the rise of mega-corpora, have transformed linguistics into an empirical science, making
traditional methodological divisions more flexible in modern practice.

These findings carry important implications for language education and digital research. For
practitioners, corpus insights help design accurate teaching materials based on real-world usage rather
than intuition. For the broader scientific community, corpus methodologies provide the baseline data
needed to train modern artificial intelligence and natural language processing tools, ensuring machine
learning reflects natural human communication.

However, this study has certain limitations, as it focuses primarily on written text corpora and relies
heavily on Western linguistic frameworks. For further research in the future, it is highly recommended
that scholars investigate multimodal corpora, combining visual and spoken data to better capture
digital communication. Future studies should also explore how novice researchers in diverse
geographic contexts adapt corpus design rules to local language teaching needs, ensuring continuous
innovation in the discipline.
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