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The Japanese writing system

Unlike English, Japanese consists of three writing system, which are namely Hiragana,
Katakana and Kanji. Hiragana and Katakana each consist of little less than 50 characters and
they both represent the same set of sounds. There are five vowels (a,i,u,e,0) in Japanese and
most of Hiragana and Katakana characters are represented as combinations of a consonant

and a vowel. Hiragana and Katakana charts are on the page 29.

Kanji is characters that were originally imported from China, and were developed in Japan.
Each Kanji character represents one meaning and has at least two readings. Most of the words
(nouns, adjectives, adverbs and verbs) in the written language in Japanese can be written in
Kanji. When appropriate Kanji was unknown by the writer, Hiragana is used as a substitute.
There are over 40,000 Kanji characters and about 2000 characters represent about 90% of the

Kanji characters actually used in written text.

While Katakana represents the same sounds as Hiragana does, Katakana is mainly used for
loan words from Western countries. Like English, Japanese has been influenced by various
other languages such as Chinese, English, German or Portuguese. Words, ideas and devices
that were imported by these countries are normally written in Katakana, except these words
that came from China, which are normally written in Kanji. In the process of changing to
Katakana, the sounds of many loan words are japanised, as a result these words often no
longer sound like original words. Examples may include # 7 >— (takushii : taxi), ¥V > ¥
(girisha : Greece) or 7 7 A (dejikame : digital camera).

Hiragana is used for extremely difficult or rare Kanji, colloquial expression and onomatopoeia.

It’s also used by beginning Japanese learners and children in place of Kanji they don’t know.
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Remembering Hiragana with story hints
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Circle the correct Hiragana words for the Romaji.

ARl S

AKAI (Red)

EKI (Station)

IKA (Squid)
KAO (Face)
OOKII (Big)

Activity 2

AR
AH<
A&
AT B
ANHH T

B)k 70
B2
B)V )
B} &
BEH 1

Write the following words in Hiragana.

ARl

AKI (Autumn)
AOI (Blue)

KOE (Voice)

KUUKI (Air)

KIKAI (Machine)

Activity 3

C) &
0z <
O
O
OBkxwn

D)&H 09
D)z %

D) 1A%
D)E
D)EBIFV

Complete the following table using the words from previous activities.

English Hiragana
Big
Face
Air
b=
Red
AV
=R/
Station
a4
Voice
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Activity 1

Circle the correct Hiragana words for the Romaji words

1. TSUKUE (Desk) A< D% B>z 0»>9 % D)>< Z
2. KASA (Umbrella) AL B)i& O)ins D) &
3. ITAI (Painful) A)H 7=\ B)U 7= C)zTw D)V Z
4. ATSUI (Hot) A)H D\ B)o&HW» C)HHon D)W\
5. SATOU (Sugar) ANXZH B X&) C)&29 D)X Ltw
Activity 2

Write the appropriate Hiragana words for the Romaji

SAKE (Sake)

SUSHI (Sushi)
SUIKA (Watermelon)
SEITO (Student)
TOKEI (Clock, watch)

ARl

Activity 3

Complete the following table using the words from previous activities.

English Hiragana
Umbrella
&9
Painful
HOU
Sushi
ERAYE
Tk
Desk
v
Sake
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7R NA
Iz NI
¥ NU
76\ NE
D NO
[ HA
O HI
N FU
~ HE
S HO
21. NA 26. HA
74 (&
22. NI 27. HI
[Z ()
23. NU 28. FU/HU
~
&'& /b\
24. NE 29. HE
13 ~
25. NO 30. HO
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Activity 1

Circle the correct Hiragana words for the Romaji words.

NEKO (Cat) Az
INU (Dog) A i
HA (Tooth) A)F

HITO (Person) AU L
TOUFU (Tofu) AL 95

ARl S

Activity 2

B)iaZ
B)\ i
B)Z
B)C&
A LWV

Oz
(Q)IAYS)
(9)Ps
OV &
(O)RBINON

Write the appropriate Hiragana words for the Romaji

HANA (Flower)

NOUKA (Farmer)

NANTI (What)

HESO (Bellybutton)

ARl

HOSHI (Star)

Activity 3

D)=
D)\ i
D)IE
D)TZ
D)5 &5

Complete the following table using the words from previous activities.

English Hiragana
~Z
Farmer
137
Tooth
Toufu
Az
What
/AY: 2\
Star
Person
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Activity 1

Circle the correct Hiragana words for the Romaji words

1. NAMAE (Name) A7z
2. YASUMI (Holiday) AT H
3. MUSHI (Insect) Aie D

4. KOUYOU (Colored leaves) A) = 9 & 9
5. AME (Rain) A
Activity 2

B2 z
B)X°9 9 #
B)7 Y
Bz &9
B) & ¥

Write the appropriate Hiragana words for the Romaji

KAMI (Paper)
YUME (Dream)
FUYU (Winter)
YUKI (Snow)
KUMO (Spider)

ARl

Activity 3

Ok NES D) 72 70
()R 2N D)< L &
O3 L D)ie L
0= 9H=H DZ5Z9
Ok D&

Complete the following table using the words from previous activities.

English Hiragana
Name
T

ARYo

Mushi
Ame

P
Winter

P
Spider

Colored leaves

Je£ O H H
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RA

RI

RU

RE

RO

T TF|o| s |0

WA

39. RA 44. WA

40. RI

z

41. RU 45. WO / O

42. RE

43. RO 46. N

A iy

*The /r/or/1/sound in Japanese is quite different from any sound in English. It involves more of a roll and a clip

by hitting the roof of your mouth with your tongue. Pay careful attention to this whole column.
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Activity 1

Circle the correct Hiragana words for the Romaji words.

1. SORA (sky) ATH B)ChH 0% 5 D)%%

2. SAKURA (Cherry blossom)A) & < 5 B %<5 Ox<bH D) &< 5

3. Rei (Bowing) N B C)ian Db

4. KONRO (Stove) A Ao BZAA COZAD D)ZAH

5. SHINKANSEN (Bullet train) A) LARATEA B LASRAEZA COLANAEAL D LANAEA

Activity 2
Write the appropriate Hiragana words for the Romaji

WATASHI (I/me/myself)
SAYOUNARA (Good bye)
KURUMA (Car)
HARAKIRI (Harakiri)
WO (*Object marker)

ARl

Activity 3

Complete the following table using the words from previous activities.

English Hiragana
I/me/myself
*(Object marker
=< b
Bullet train
Good bye
A
Bowing
Car
b
IIH& 0

Activity 4  Similar characters — Write the following characters in Hiragana

A/O TA/NA CHI/RA KI/SA
ME/NU I/RI RU/RO MA/MO
WA/NE/RE KE/HO/HE

12
JeE O A F




TATA and £5

TATAlten-ten) and £ 2% (maru) are small symbols that are attached on the top right of
Hiragana characters from certain consonant lines. When TA TA and £ % are added to
Hiragana characters, the sounds of these characters change. TA TA can be attached to
Hiragana characters from the K, S, T and H consonant lines. &% can only be attached to

characters from the H consonant line.

When TA CA is attached to a Hiragana character, the sounds are modified as following...
K—G

S — Z(and J)

T — D

H—B

For example, when TA TA isattached to the character [7)>] ,then it becomes [7%] andis

pronounced as ‘GA’.

When % % is attached to a character from the H consonant line,,,

H— P

For example, when £ % is attached to the character [/%] , then it becomes [iX] and is

pronounced as ‘PA. TA Th and 5 are also called as 72< TA (dakuten) and 1ZA72<
TA (handakuten).

Activity

Remember the following sentence to help memorizing the consonant changes.
The King told Herb to seize the jester’s harp.

Complete the following chart

K G S T H H
AR yAR

&

<

5]
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Combination sounds

Some syllables are created by combining an 1’ sounding character and a small-sized [<°],l ]

or X J. Forexample, when [ ], the 9’ sounding character from the K line, is combined with
a half-sized [X°] ,thenitis writtenas [Z %] and is pronounced “kya”.
P B d G R M H N C S K
o o R N - Ya
L [P [ L [T |V |[H% |[D® |22 |B |[Le | &%
o o . N _ Yu
Ty (O |[Lw |89 [V [ | (2w By Ly | &9
o o . N _ Yo
Ux |Cx |[Cx (& |Dx | |Ox |IZx | X |Lx |&X
Activity
Circle the appropriate letter for the following words written in Romaji.
1. DENSHA (Train) ATA LW B)CTAL x CO)CTAL® D)CTA L%
2. SHASHIN (Photograph) A)L xtA B LxLA OL=LA DLx7T A
3. KYOU (Today) ANX L) B Xz 9 0OZw 9 D& x)
4. KISHA (Steam train) AL % B L= OxLw D)L=
5. RYOURI (Cooking) AV %50 BV xrzb COVwHY DY xroY
Write appropriate Hiragana characters
1. TANJOUBI (Birthday)
2. KYOURYUU (Dinosaur)
3. JINJA (Temple)
4. SHOUJI (Japanese sliding paper door)
5. CHOUCHIN (Japanese paper lantern)
Complete the table
Birthday
Photograph
DEro0
Today
CAL®
Steam train
Japanese sliding paper door
brobh
Ero0Vwo
Train
14
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Small ]

When [-2] is written in a half size, it’s no longer pronounced as ‘tsu’, and plays a special role

in words. It doubles the consonant of the following Hiragana character.

For example,

S (SAKA) — X o7 (SAKKA)

=7 means ‘slope’, whereas & 57> means ‘author’. Whether ornot [ ] is there can change
the whole meaning of the word so one may need to practise pronouncing and listening to words

containing -] .

Activity

Write appropriate Hiragana character

KAPPA (Rain coat)

MACCHA (Japanese powdered green tea)
NATTOU (Japanese fermented soybeans)
JUPPUN (10 minutes/ 10th minute)
SIPPAI (Failure)

ARl

Lean the following classroom phrases

1. 72T < 72Z\, (Please stand up)

TH-oT <<7Z&EV, (Please sit down)

Vo TH WD TT A, (May I enter?)

i X HoTETH, (s this correct?)

Hrodk FoT <7E&EV, (Please wait a minute.)

A

Complete the table below.

Failure

TV o TH  WDWNTT D,

Japanese powdered green tea

Japanese fermented soybeans

TeoT KTIEEW,

:m fi &)O"Cij‘z})o

10 minutes/ 10th minute

Failure

Please wait a minute

ThoT <7IZav,

15
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Katakana

As mentioned earlier, Katakana is a set of 46 characters that represent the same sounds as
Hiragana characters do, and was developed to incorporate foreign ideas and names for things
into the Japanese language. Ideas or products that were introduced from foreign languages

such as French, German, Dutch or English draw from original pronunciation.

While some Katakana characters are not very different from their Hiragana counterparts,
Katakana characters basically have sharper, straighter lines in them. Moreover, the dash is
used to make the long vowel sounds that often exist in European languages but not so much in
Japanese. For example, if an English word has er, ar or y at the end, or a double vowel in the

middle of the word, it will often substitute with a dash then the word is written in Katakana.

Example:
gita
Guitar — XA —
ko hi
Coffee — a—k—

Furthermore, the vowels . V>, 9. % and ¥ are written as 7, /. 7. = and 4 in
Katakana.in addition to just little <>, W and J, these vowels can be also written in half sized

to make combination sounds.

Example:

f o ku
Fork — T x—7

chessu
Chess — F - A

pa tyl
Party — INTT A —

16
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Remembering Hiragana with story hints

7 A
14 I
7 U
T E
7 0]
pa) KA
I KI
9 KU
T KE
- KO
1. A 6. KA

5. 0 10. KO
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Activity

A. Guess the meaning of these Katakana words and practice writing them. The first one has been done as

an example.

7 *1) 5 (AMERIKA /America) __7AYHh___ __F*rAUh
4% 1) X (IGIRISU/ )

A—X 3517 (OOSUTORARIA/ )

k& —>/% (TWUUNBA / )

Iv+t— (ESSEE/
A+ 4 (KANADA/
¥4 — (GITAA/
2 v ¥— (KUKKII /
. 7—% (KEEKI/
10. 3—E&— (KOOHII/

© P N e W

N~ N N~ N~ N~

B. Complete the table by filling up the empty boxes.

Kanada hr5

Coffee

Cookie

Toowoomba

Australia

England

America

Essay

Cake

Guitar

18
JeE O A F




VA SA
D SHI
R SU
t SE
Vi SO
3 TA
F CHI
VY TSU
T TE
~ TO
~ -
v F
A v
g4 T
Y/ ~
Activity
19
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A. Guess the meaning of these Katakana words and practice writing them. The first one has been done

as an example.

H v 1 —(SAKKAA /
F—X(CHIIZU/

A R—Y(SUPOOTSU/
7 L E(TEREBI/

Y —+t— T (SOOSEEJT/
k—Z F(TOOSUTO/
+—4 —(SEETAA/

K4 (DOITSU/
. ¥ K=—(SHIDONII/
10. % > A (DANSU/

© 0 N e T w e

N~ N N~ N N N N N

B. Complete the table by filling up the empty boxes.

Sydney

TR
Sweater

1Y
Sausage

F—R
Sports

TLE
Soccer

F—X

Je£ O H H
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Activity

A. Guess the meaning of these Katakana words and practice writing them. The first one has been done

as an example.

k5 4 (TONAKAI / )

=5 v F—(NINTENDOO/ )
X —4(NUUSA/

4 % 4 (NEKUTAI/
/ — (NOOTO/
/82 Y(PANTSU/
E—JL(BIIRU/

75 > A(FURANSU/
. Xy MPETTO/
10. X7R 2 (ZUBON/

© ® N e U a w oo

R N N T N N N

B. Complete the table by filling up the empty boxes.

Reindeer
/—F
Necktie
X —
=T F—
Trousers
~ b
Beer
7T R
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Activity

A. Guess the meaning of these Katakana words and practice writing them. The first one has been done

as an example.

7 = A (ANIME / )
E7J)LIMODERU/ )
NLHAMU / )
2 )L MIRUKU / )

<v—7 L— K(MAAMAREEDO /
< v —~R(SHAAPEN /
A7 4 H(YAKUZA / )

—a21—X(NYUUSU/ )

© P N e W

3—4' )L H(YOOGURUTO /
10. —=a2—3—4%(NYUUYOOKU /

B. Complete the table by filling up the empty boxes.

Fashion model

T=HA
Marmalade

INLs
Mechanical pencil

Y127/
Yakuza

—a1—X
New York

I—JILbk

Je£ O H H
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Activity

A. Guess the meaning of these Katakana words and practice writing them. The first one has been done

as an example.

1. 74 2(WAIN/ )
2. JE32(RIMOKON / )
3. 7—70(WAAPURO/ )
4. L—AREESU/ )
5. LEYREMON/ )
6. 0O~ K2(RONDON/ )
7. RR2(ZUBON/ )
8. JL—JL(RUURU/ )
9. ~RU(PEN/ )
10. 34 E—RAGUBII/ )

B. Complete the table by filling up the empty boxes.

o4
Rugby

LEY
Rule

[ R
Remote controller

ARy
Word processor

~Y
Race
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Gairaigo and Wasei-Eigo

Gairaigo is a Japanese word for ‘loan word’ or ‘borrowed word’, and Wasei-Eigo is a Japanese
word for ‘Japanese made English’ or ‘English words coined in Japanese’. Gairaigo and
Wasei-Eigo were originally from foreign languages, but they have so embedded in the Japanese
language that sometimes they are re-fashioned to create different meanings from its original

intended meaning.

Research task

Using the internet, find out the meanings and the original words of the following Gairaigo.

Ly Original word
Meaning:

BT T Original word,
Meaning:

AT T Original word,
Meaning:

J b= Original word
Meaning:

VAT Original word
Meaning:

AT F A Original word
Meaning:

|aga =g Original word,
Meaning:

e i N =< Original word,
Meaning:

A —N— Original word
Meaning:

NA X T Original word
Meaning:
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Creating a word bank

Using Hiragana and Katakana, and words we have learnt so far or words you already know,

let’s create a word bank!

Countries Cities

Activities Animals

Food I like Food I don’t like
Household objects Japanese cultural items

Je£ O A
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O 2372 chart

|7

AN | 4

Y

73

M

TATA and £5

o

\\?;

% & 71F chart

VA

rrf/

v

TATAhA and £5 (B Z 7))

a)

N

29

O

etk



