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THE CHALLENGES AND REWARDS OF LEARNING JAPANESE

Two Japanese Language instructors discuss the Japanese language, its differences to English, grammar, phonetics and writing systems.
McAuley

Hello, I’m Tom McAuley. I am a lecturer in Japanese language and I teach all kinds of Japanese to all levels: Japanese/English translation and things like that.

Nagai

Hi, my name is Miyuki Nagai. I teach Japanese. At my institutions I teach all levels and that includes grammar, speaking, writing, everything, from beginners to so called advance level.

McAuley
I enjoyed learning Japanese, I have to say. It was a big change from the French that I did at ‘A’ level. I think I enjoyed it partly because it was such a big difference. That’s not to say there weren’t challenges and there weren’t bits when I was tearing my hair out with it and feeling bored or feeling frustrated, but over all a challenge is a new way of conceptualising the world, a new way of thinking about how a language should be because of the very big differences between Japanese and languages like French or German or even English of course.

Nagai

Yeah, we have a lot of students who have done other European languages including Latin, and their reason why they chose Japanese often is they want to do something different. And I think different is a good word to describe Japanese.

McAuley

Yes, very much so.

Nagai

So, as Tom said, it is challenging language, but I think, I don’t want to emphasise it is difficult because in a way Japanese grammar is very regular and logical, so therefore it’s not that difficult.

McAuley

Phonologically, how you pronounce it, it’s much easier than English is. <Laughs> Certainly.

Nagai

Oh yes! Definitely. 

McAuley

Yes. So there are all those kinds of things which are easier. I mean there’s less to learn in those areas, although that doesn’t mean that there aren’t other things which you do have to learn which are very different.

Nagai

Yep, and also you don’t have to be linguist, don’t you? Because we have students who had never learnt other languages before, and actually usually couple of best ones are people who came here without any experience of foreign languages. That’s quite amazing actually. And in my country, we learn English from age of 13, and for actually six years, but how much we can do something in English is very minimal. But in this country, if you learn Japanese at university level, the outcome after your graduation is completely beyond my belief.

McAuley

I mean Japanese uses its own phonetic symbols, like letters, like an alphabet, although these represent syllables, but it also uses Chinese characters, which you have to learn, and it’s really the learning of the Chinese characters which takes the time. There’s 2,000 or so in common use?

Nagai

Yeah. Yes.

McAuley

Of which I think they’ve actually just increased the number haven’t they?

Nagai

Oh yeah! Over 2,000!

McAuley

Just over 2,000 now, the Japanese government has, and obviously sitting down to learn those is a big task, but if you think about it, that’s only over the course of a four-year degree programme three or four a day or something like that.

Nagai

Yup

McAuley

And you’ll certainly be well away. The other thing about Japanese of course is that it’s so connected with the way Japanese people relate to each other. I mean I think in Britain we have the idea, if you say what kind of people are the Japanese like, ‘Oh, they’re very polite people, aren’t they?’ we always say.

Nagai

<Chuckles>

McAuley

And it’s certainly true that how you talk to people, how you relate to people is very important. And that is reflected in the way the language works, and that’s possibly one of the things which, as English speakers and people who are brought up in an English-speaking environment, we find difficult sometimes to relate to. In that words can change depending upon whether you’re talking to someone who is older than you or whether you’re talking to someone who’s a friend or someone who you don’t know, and so forth.

Nagai

Once you know about it, it’s quite interesting to see how Japanese people change their language according to who they are talking to, and then you can work out whether those couple just started dating or that couple are kind of dating for a while or something.

McAuley

<Laughs> Mm. Yes, definitely. 

Nagai

Or a company situation, you can tell who is the boss without knowing their job titles.

McAuley
A student of mine in fact did a little bit of research a while ago and questioned some speakers, foreign speakers of Japanese, who’d learned it to either advanced or native level, as to what they thought was the most important part of learning Japanese. And the people who said that their Japanese was good said ‘getting information across, making your point clearly understood,’ whereas the people who were native level said, ‘using the social language to express the relationship properly.’ That’s more important than actually being clear often.

Nagai

Yeah

McAuley

Because as long as you can show that you understand people and are respectful to people, people are often much more willing to give you the benefit of the doubt about things.

Nagai

A lot of students, after they complete the course, often told me that by learning Japanese, how much the language broadened their world. I mean it looks as if it’s just learning a language, but actually by learning this, their world is kind of more unlimitedly broadened, because they can see not only Japan, but also their own country, from the different angle, by learning Japanese.

McAuley

It’s certainly the case that learning Japanese has brought me new experiences, new contacts, new ways of thinking about the world, access to new literature, new art… of the high culture kind but also Samurai dramas and anime and manga and so on, which I can now experience in the original. And made me think about the world in different ways.

Nagai

Yeah, definitely.

McAuley

And I think that’s probably the greatest gift that I’ve ever been given from anything that I’ve studied.

Nagai

<Giggles> That’s brilliant! 

<Laughter>
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