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Kanji Knowledge Transfer:
Its Effects on Acquisition of Japanese as a Foreign Language

Sachiko Matsunaga
California State University, Los Angeles

Summary

Over the past ten years, several studies have documented the transfer of kanji (Chinese
characters) knowledge, and reported its positive effects on the initial development of reading
skills in Japanese as a foreign language. More specifically, these studies indicated that, at
lcast initially, those who have leamned kaniji in their first languages outperform those who
have not, by transferring that knowledge to Japanese word recognition and reading
comprehension. However, whether these positive effects continue to exist at later stages is
not clear. Moreover, whether such transfer could have negative effects should also be
investigated.

The purpose of this paper is therefore to clarify these two issues, by examining the oral
performance and the reading performance of 40 intermediate and advanced nonnative readers
of Japanese with and without kanji background. The data from this study indicated that those
with a kanji background do have advantage in reading Japanese texts which contain many
kanji, but those who rely heavily on kanji knowledge transfer (i.e., kanji decoders in their
native language) do so at the cost of their oral proficiency. Furthermore, in both groups, those
who had high oral skills knew the Japanese pronunciation of kanji words, and had higher
comprehension. Moreover, a high correlation was found between the oral skills of the
participants without kanji background and their guessing skills regarding the meanings of
unknown Kanji words, suggesting that the oral skills contribute greatly to successful guessing
of the meanings of unknown kanji words, and in turn to successful comprehension. Thus, it
seems reasonable to argue that regardless of the learners’ kanji background, for the full
development of Japanese reading skills, it is crucial to develop solid oral proficiency (along
with guessing skills of the meanings of unknown kanji words), and to acquire the ability to
assign Japanese sounds to Kanji words.
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