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Approaches to Kanji Learning (1) :

on the use of phonetic elements
Kaiser, Stefan

The study and teaching of kanji in Japan and abroad has traditionally relied on rote learning and
repeated copying of kanji. However, to facilitate the learning of the so-called shape, sound and
meaning of kanji, a variety of approaches have been proposed. This paper first divides the major
approaches into 7 types on the basis of their characteristics, and proceeds to examine in detail the
sound-based method, as exemplified in what may be termed the bottom-up and the top-down
phonetic approach. Furthermore, the concept of phoneticity of kanji is explored by examining the
pros and cons of past research, including attempts at quantifying phoneticity. In conclusion it is
proposed that the preponderance of focussing on the relation between phonetic indicators and their
relation to kanji that contain them may for better results be modified to an arrangement where kanji
sharing a phonetic indicator are ordered by alliteration and rhyme, both familiar concepts in

classical Chinese and its Japanese descendant, kanbun.
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