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Japanese Phonetic Notation Using Chinese Characters
for Chinese Speakers
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Abstract

Japanese phonetic notation using Chinese characters, which helps Chinese speakers learn oral
Japanese without the knowledge of written Japanese, requires notating Japanese phonetics with
letters by following the relationship between letters and sounds used in Chinese notation methods.
Previous attempts to notate some important Japanese phonetic features (e.g. long vowels and
moraic obstruents) have failed. Therefore, we propose a new Japanese phonetic notation system
using Chinese characters for Chinese speakers.

For this purpose, the following two studies were conducted: 1) a dictation study in which
native Chinese speakers unfamiliar with written Japanese listened to spoken Japanese and noted
the words using Chinese characters; and 2) an oral reading study in which participants read out
each candidate for the phonetic notation method derived from the dictation study, identifying the
notation that was most likely to be read in the manner it sounds in Japanese.

The main characteristics of this phonetic notation are detailed below.

(a) Each mora is notated by single Chinese characters. When no Chinese character exists to
approximate the Japanese mora in question, two Chinese characters fill the gap, representing
the consonant and the vowel, respectively.

(b) Long vowels are notated with the Chinese characters for the preceding mora vowels.

(c) With moraic obstruent,a “[  ]”is inserted between the preceding and subsequent moras.

(d) With moraic nasals, the preceding mora and the nasal are represented together by single
Chinese characters.

(e) High and low pitch patterns of Japanese words are approximated by the tones of the
Chinese characters.

Key words: Japanese phonetic notation, Chinese language, Chinese characters, dictation, oral
reading



