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1. INTRODUCTION 
 Numerous aspects of foreign language learning in a classroom setting are not 
equivalent to learning a first language in a natural environment. In a classroom situation, 
learners study the target language in a distinctly artificial manner by using prescribed 
textbooks that are designed to introduce grammar in a systematic way. Vocabulary 
coverage is also carefully selected in each textbook, and assignments are commonly set 
within the range of previously introduced grammar and vocabulary. Moreover, the input 
that learners receive from teachers is also controlled in a classroom setting as found in 
previous studies in the areas of foreigner and teacher talk (Cook & Singleton, 2014).   
 In such a controlled environment, it is not surprising to find that some high 
achievers in conventional language courses may not be able to understand natural 
materials from Japan or converse with native speakers of Japanese in Japanese even after 
studying for many years. Therefore, it is necessary to introduce carefully selected 
authentic materials and Japanese popular culture materials such as drama, manga, J-Pop 
and anime to the students.  
 This study investigates which aspects of the Japanese language can potentially be 
taught using authentic materials in a post-beginners’ or early intermediate course within a 
university setting. It discusses the utilization of popular culture materials, namely, drama, 
manga, J-Pop and anime and examines the reasons why some types of materials are 
difficult to employ at this level in a classroom setting.   
  
2. POPULAR CULTURE MATERIALS USED IN TEACHING 
 The use of popular culture materials is well established in some disciplines. These 
materials are traditionally used in first language teaching in schools, for instance, using 
literature (Morrow, 1982), movies and music (Alvermann, Xu, & Carpenter, 2003) with 
the aim of reinforcing first language learning.   

More recently, the use of popular culture materials has been expanded to target a 
greater variety of courses, such as introductory psychology at tertiary level, by using 
materials such as TV dramas and films (Ronayne, Shayne & Nguyen, 2012). There have 
also been some attempts to use non-traditional methods of teaching such as video games 
in history classes in high school (Waton, Mong, & Harris, 2011). What is common in this 
approach is that the aim is not to teach the language used in the materials, but rather to 
use the contents of the materials in order to illustrate the application of linguistic and 
other theories and to achieve a greater understanding of the target subject.  

Popular culture tends to be accepted by the majority, despite social class or 
educational background (Danesi, 2015) although there are differences in terms of 
formality amongst such popular culture materials, e.g. book format could have more 
formal language varieties while TV dramas and manga often use colloquial form.  
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In addition to the above, popular culture materials have been also used to target 
second or foreign language learning. The younger members of the population, such as 
students, are often familiar with a variety of popular culture materials (Cheung, 2001) 
and these materials can be used to as stimulus to motivate students to learn a target 
language (Cheung, 2001; Luo, 2013). However, it is not common to use only popular 
culture materials to teach such a course, and there are quite a number of formal tertiary 
courses on Japanese popular culture taught in English, rather than explicitly teaching a 
language through popular culture materials.  

Are we able to teach a Japanese language course by exclusively using authentic 
popular culture materials? What can we teach, and what are the difficulties in using such 
authentic materials? This paper demonstrates one of possibilities for employing popular 
culture materials to teach Japanese as a foreign language at an intermediate level. Popular 
culture materials can easily be used to teach the socio- pragmatic aspects of the language 
(Allen & Ingulsrud, 2003), as well as some of its syntactic features. Finally, the use of 
authentic materials can also contribute to training learners to process cross-cultural 
differences between Japanese and their own language (English in this study).  

       
3. TARGET GROUP  
 The Japanese language course that is the subject of this paper, requires students to 
have completed second year level Japanese (at least 290-300 hours of class contact hours), 
which means that students have completed at least most of the intermediate textbook 
‘Minna no nihongo’ Book 2 (1998, 3A Corporation). Therefore, the students had at least 
studied the basic grammar of the Japanese language. In reality, the subject catered for 
third year students at a tertiary institute who may have studied the language for five years 
or more in secondary school. This unit also contained some native speakers of Japanese 
who were studying an interpreting and translation course. Therefore, it had to cater for 
various levels of learners in the one class. However, having multiple levels of Japanese 
learners was not an issue when designing a subject that focuses on the metalinguistic 
aspects of the language, rather than aiming for additional vocabulary and syntax. 

Most students who have completed a second year Japanese language course at a 
tertiary institute have had some exposure to Japanese popular culture materials outside 
class. Many students were simply interested in Japanese as they were already watching 
Japanese animations with English subtitles and grew up playing Japanese games which 
use some Japanese. Some students had favourite Japanese singers and requested the use 
of the singers’ songs so that they would be able to learn exactly what the singers are 
singing. The title of the subject was sufficiently attractive for some students to make an 
inquiry, although the students had no idea as to what aspects of language would be 
covered. The subject is not compulsory, and students could avoid taking it. Nevertheless, 
as previous research has indicated (Cheung, 2001; Luo, 2013), even the word ‘popular 
culture’ has worked as a stimulus to motivate students to consider taking a subject due to 
their previous experience with Japanese popular culture.  

Some students at this tertiary institute have also had some exposure to popular 
culture materials especially in the second year level speaking and listening focus subjects, 
but the amount of such materials was limited to one or two per subject.  
 
  



2015	  CAJLE	  Annual	  Conference	  Proceedings	  

	   194	  

4. MATERIALS  
In order to account for the educational impact of different types of popular culture 

materials, three types of materials were used; 1) manga, 2) J-Pop, and 3) dramas and 
animations. As the subject attempts to reinforce the four language skills and analytical 
skills by studying Japanese popular culture materials, a mixture of text and audio based 
material were employed. What is common amongst these materials is that they are 
designed for native speakers, although the speech and text are not based on completely 
natural conversations (Suzuki, 2014).  

All of the classes taught mainly linguistic related hypotheses and theories in 
Japanese. The lecture notes outlining these hypotheses and theories were prepared in 
Japanese with an English vocabulary list attached. After studying the teaching points of 
each lesson, students were presented with Japanese popular culture materials in order to 
apply the hypothesis/theory. 

There were seven principal topics set for the subject. These topics were;  
1) Onomatopoeia; 
2) Self-reference and address terms; 
3) Politeness level and addressee; 
4) Gender specific speech; 
5) Phrases and sentence structure; 
6) Rhymes; and; 
7) Genre and language.  

 
 5. USING MANGA  

Manga is a popular material amongst students, due to its visual impact, and some 
students have informed me that they started to study Japanese because of their love of 
manga. However, using manga to teach a language is a different matter, especially when 
the level of language competence varies among students in the same class.  

Some students were only familiar with English translations of Japanese manga, 
while others have tried to read manga in Japanese, and claimed that some types of manga 
were easier to understand than others. For instance, students have argued that some 
manga can be understood by looking at the pictures without understanding the language, 
an example a student used was a manga based on fighting, where the plot basically 
consists of encountering an enemy, followed by series of fighting scenes and in general, 
the main protagonist wins in the end (e.g. One Piece). This type of story often has many 
onomatopoetic expressions spread over many pages of fighting scenes including the 
climax, and without comprehending the occasional Japanese phrase, the storyline can be 
understood.  

Other types of manga which belong to the easier end of the spectrum are those 
which target audiences from young children to young adults (or children’s carers). These 
tend to have been broadcasted for decades (e.g. Doraemon). Such long-lasting manga 
series have common tendencies; the grammar used in these comics is often simple   
enough and derogatory terms are avoided. However, even these manga possess some 
difficulties. Some terms are no longer used in current Japanese, some concepts are highly 
related to Japanese cultural events such as a primary school athletic meeting and some 
unusual expressions are used in order to reinforce protagonists’ personalities (e.g. 
overuse of ore-sama, the male specific first person pronoun with an honorific title suffix, 
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which indicates that the protagonist is setting himself higher than others, and often 
signifies a bully.) 

Such long-run popular series are not always suitable for teaching in a university 
context, if the motivations of university students are taken into consideration. University 
students tend to read more contemporary manga in English, which tends to be aimed at an 
older audience. Therefore, including some contemporary options, catering to the tastes of 
young adults is desirable, and so selecting only manga where the main protagonist is a 
primary school pupil can be problematic.  

Three topics were studied using manga: 1) onomatopoeia, 2) self-reference and 
address terms, and 3) politeness level and addressees. The next section examines an 
example of how manga was used to expand students’ knowledge of self-reference and 
address terms in Japanese.  

6. UNDERSTANDING JAPANESE SELF-REFERENCE AND ADDRESS TERMS 
THROUGH MANGA 

Students can learn basic self-reference and address terms from textbooks, and 
some of the common words and usages that the students learn from textbooks are 
summarised below; 

• Watashi for non-gender specific first person pronoun 
• Ellipsis is often used for the first person, as well as any subsequent mentions. 
• Second person pronouns are often ellipsed, and the person’s name is used with an 

adequate title, such as the non-gender specific suffix –san, or –kun (title suffix 
used for young male) and –chan (young female).  

• Occupational titles such as sensei (teacher) to refer to people by profession 
(second person or third person) 

Additionally, many students generally know boku (first person – male), ore (first person 
– male) and atashi (first person – female), learned from various sources such as (social) 
media and personal contacts.  
 Before applying their knowledge to manga, additional aspects of the use of self-
reference and address terms were explained from the sociolinguistic and pragmatics 
viewpoint by using examples from academic books and journal articles. E.g. who the 
interlocutor is – the relationship between the speaker and interlocutor, the setting where 
they are talking, formality, topic (written or spoken), regional variations and differences 
based on the old class system. For instance, students were aware that sensei (teacher) can 
be used to refer to their teacher, in the second or the third person, but they were not aware 
that it is also possible that the title can be used in the first person. The example used in 
the class was: Sensei no yuu koto o yoku kite kudasai. (Listen to me (=your teacher) 
carefully, please). 

Another specific self-address term discussed in class was boku, which is generally 
introduced as the gender specific (male) first person pronoun, which is principally used 
amongst young boys. However, there are some claims that boku can be used by females, 
and this is not a recent phenomenon (Ito, 2006). In addition, boku can be used as a second 
person pronoun as in the example below. In this example, boku is used to refer to the 
male child, therefore it is not used as a first person pronoun.   

Woman:  Chotto, boku, doo shita no? (Hi, boku/young boy, what’s up?)  
Child:  Een, een. (crying)  
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This is one of those examples where even native speakers cannot always systematically 
explain the totality of the usage of the Japanese language. After studying various aspects 
of self-reference and address terms, students were tasked to read manga and apply their 
additional knowledge to find out how referential terms are used in manga.   

The manga used to examine the usage of self-reference and address terms was 
‘Yotsuba to!’ (Azuma, 2000). There were clear advantages in using this manga for 
examining referential terms in that there are: 1) a variety of settings in one story, and 2) a 
variety of protagonists in terms of personal distance, gender and age.  

Many textbooks do not have this wealth of protagonist references and shifting of 
address terms beyond the commonly introduced terms at the beginners’ and early 
intermediate levels.  

The students were to ascertain how the protagonists were referring to each other 
in the manga. Out of the four protagonists that regularly appeared on pages 6-17 in 
Chapter 1, Volume 1, three protagonists were selected for analysis. The students were 
provided with a blank table for them to fill out with how each protagonist referred to each 
other. They were to fill out the table at home and bring the answer to class for discussion. 
The table below shows the answer for the exercise.  
 
Table 1: How are the protagonists referred to (Using ‘Yotsuba to!’)	  	  
	 	 Speaker 
Addressee 

Yotsuba Yotsuba’s father Jumbo 

Yotsuba’s father Yotsuba (1) 
Too-chan spelled as 
とーちゃん(2) 

  Ore (1) 
Omae (2) 

Yotsuba   Ore・Too-chan (1) 
Yotsuba・Omae (2) 

Yotsuba (2) 
Too-chan (3) 

Jumbo Jumbo (2) N/A   
Note: The numbers in brackets indicate 1st person, 2nd person and 3rd person usages 
 

This exercise gave students awareness that there are distinct differences between 
the Japanese and English address systems. Firstly, the use of first person pronoun by a 
young child is more limited in Japanese. Therefore, Yotsuba was referring herself by her 
own name, rather than using a first person pronoun. Secondly, the use of the first and the 
second person pronouns in Japanese has a greater number of variations. Investigating the 
1st and 2nd person pronouns reveals that both male speakers, Jumbo and Yotsuba’s father 
were using ore (I – male specific) and omae (you). Many textbooks avoid introducing 
these terms, as these are rather informal terms which need some attention as to who they 
can use these terms with, and in what context/situation. The use of second person 
pronoun in Japanese is not often discussed in beginners’ textbooks, and they usually 
introduce the safe pattern of using the addressee’s own name rather than using a second 
person pronoun.  

These examples above also indicate the frequent use of the kin term too-chan 
(informal for father). Firstly, the term was used when the daughter, Yotsuba, addressed 
her father (as English does). Secondly, it was also used when the father was referring to 
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himself when talking to his daughter, instead of using a first person pronoun such as ore. 
This type of address pattern can also be found in English in some circumstances (e.g. 
“Give it to Daddy”, instead of “Give it to me”). However, it was also used when the 
father’s friend was referring to the father when talking to the father’s daughter, Yotsuba. 
Even in English, it is not uncommon to say “Your father is…” to the daughter, however 
in this manga, the informal term too-chan is exactly what the family members are using. 
This indicates a close friendship between the father and Jumbo, his friend, and also 
provides some personality to the characters. As these terms are not the only possible 
expressions, class discussions using their previous knowledge of Japanese and English 
with regards to socio-pragmatic reasons would be beneficial.  

 When using any manga, it is always a challenge to control vocabulary. In 
‘Yotsuba to!’, although there are many benefits in the range of social interactions that can 
be observed, there were quite a number of colloquial terms that may not be useful or 
appropriate for many learners to use. However, all of the students were university 
students, who should be able to judge suitability if these issues are discussed in class. 
Below are some colloquial terms and inappropriate word selections used by a young girl, 
Yotsuba.  

Ex.1. Jumbo: Aitsu, yoo ga haitta kara, konee tte.  
  That guy, something to do PAT come [neg] PAT 
  He said he won’t be coming as he has something to do now.  

The negative form of ‘come’ konee (colloquial) may be commonly used between close 
(male) friends, but the speaker should really know who and in what circumstance such an 
expression is used. The greeting terms yoo and usu below are similar examples of 
informal male speech that many speakers, especially females, would not have a chance to 
use. 

Ex.2. Jumbo:   Yoo. (greeting, hey) 
 Yotsuba’s father: Usu. (greeting, oss) 

Yotsuba, the young girl, who is the main protagonist, was using male speech throughout 
the story as shown below.  

Ex.3. Jumboo! Hisashiburi da naa! (Jumbo, it’s been a long time).  
Ex.4.  Uaa, yameroo! (Ahhhh, stop it!) 

Rather than using a female ending ne, Yotsuba used da na. She also used yamero (stop it, 
more male speech) rather than yamete (more female speech), which indicates that her 
male like speech patterns were due to setting up a character, i.e. she was set as a ‘strange 
girl’, different from the norm. This would be another good discussion point in class.   
 
7. USING SONGS  

Although J-Pop may not be as popular as it once was due to competition with 
other Asian pop music, students who are learning Japanese are often interested in 
learning the Japanese language through pop songs, and some students have their favorite 
singers. However, using songs for teaching is not an easy task, especially when using 
contemporary songs.  

By checking the top chart songs of the time, some tendencies were revealed. 
Firstly, the theme of the songs is often ‘love’ with sundry vocabulary and expressions 
that would not be useful for many occasions. Secondly, some hit songs contained 
fashionable words that may fall out of use in the near future (e.g. kabe don). Thirdly, 
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there are also a high proportion of English words used in Japanese songs, and fourthly, 
the sentence structure used in the songs is different from conversation (many examples of 
reversed word orders, incomplete sentences and artificial final sentence particles, such as 
the over use of the female gender marker wa).  

After considering these characteristics of J-Pop songs, some songs were selected 
to stimulate discussion of the following topics: 1) gender specific speech, 2) phrases and 
sentence structure; and 3) rhymes. Below is an example of using of a J-Pop song to 
improve the understanding of phrases and sentence structures in Japanese.  

 
8. REVISING PREVIOUSLY STUDIED GRAMMAR USING J-POP – SENTENCE 
STRUCTURE 
 Students who have studied Japanese for two years should know the grammatical 
concepts of word, phrase, clause and sentence, as well as types of sentences such as 
simple, compound, complex or complex-compound sentences. Without knowing these, 
students would be confused as to what an utterance means. In addition, due to the high 
level of ellipsis in Japanese, students may have difficulties understanding subject-
predicate relations. After all, communication skills can only be built up when there is a 
reasonable understanding of the syntactic structure of a language, and songs can be used 
in order to reinforce it.  
 After reviewing the Japanese sentence structures mentioned above, a Japanese 
song was given to the students in order to analyze and discuss the sentence structure. The 
song selected was World Order’s ‘Have a Nice Day’ (2014), as the lyrics have a variety 
of sentence structures. The first four lines are shown as an example of the analysis.   

Line 1: Nichiyoobi no asa, hirameita 
               Sunday    PAR morning  verb: hit on a good idea [Past] 
 (I) thought about a good idea on Sunday morning. 
Line 2: Kyoo wa machi e kuridasoo 

  Today PAR town PAR go [volitional] 
  Let’s hit the town. 

Line 3: O-kiniiri no jaketto haori  
 Favourite PAR jacket wear [stem] 
 (I) wear my favourite jacket, and (=Wearing my favourite jacket,)    
Line 4: Minna ga matte iru koosaten e 

  Everyone PAR is waiting intersection PAR 
  (I’m heading) to the intersection where everyone is waiting.     
The students had already studied the grammar required for analyzing the sentence 
structures of the lyrics above. In addition, the students should be able to recognize all of 
the particles used or omitted, and they should also be aware that omissions could occur, 
especially in the subject and object position.  

Even this small section of the lyrics offers a rich source for linguistic analysis. It 
is ellipsis rich, and the sentence structures are not simple. Subject ellipsis is used in every 
line, and the object marker particle is omitted in Line 3. The first two lines are simple 
sentences, and the last two form a compound sentence, as Line 3 finishes with the pre-
masu form or the stem of masu-form of the verb. Line 4 has a relative clause embedded, 
and the verb is also missing along with the main subject.     
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As this lyric was selected in order to analyze the syntactic aspects of the language, 
the remaining challenge is the vocabulary. Although the students were given the 
vocabulary list along with the lyrics, the three verbs used in the lyrics were relatively rare. 
According to the list of vocabulary ordered according to the frequency level (Tukuba 
University, kokuritsu kokugo kenkyuujo, & Lago gengo kenkyuujo, nd), the three verbs 
were ranked quite low as expected. Out of the 34,668 verbs; hirameku (to put in a good 
idea) is ranked 2,504th, kuridasu (to let out) 2,681st, and haoru (to put on) 2,731st, and 
there is the possibility that the students will not have a chance to use these words outside 
the class. 

 
9. USING ANIME/DRAMA 

Using anime/drama to teach the target language has a different impact from 
manga or songs, as anime and drama have both visual and audio aspects while manga and 
songs only have either visual or audio. Thus, students can learn various aspects of the 
target language through the audio with visual support. The theme covered using 
anime/drama was language variation. Students were introduced to factors which affect 
language variations such as ‘interlocutor’, ‘age’, gender’, ‘era/period’, ‘social class’, as 
well as jargon (e.g. occupational, technical terms, slang, and gyarugo or the language 
used by a certain group). Furthermore, regional variations, namely dialects were also 
discussed in class. Below is an example of using anime to investigate how different a 
dialect is from the common Japanese that is used in textbooks.  

  
10. LERANING ABOUT REGIONAL DIALECTS THROUGH ANIME  

The Japanese language has an abundance of regional dialects. However, many 
Japanese learners are only taught standard Japanese. Even though the teacher may be a 
dialect speaker, due to the Japanese education system, everyone learns common Japanese 
and standard Japanese grammar. There may be variations in terms of pronunciation even 
while speaking common Japanese. However, most students are not exposed to authentic 
dialects, if they have not been to the areas of Japan where there are distinctive dialects. 

After studying the background of dialects, such as how dialects develop, and what 
makes each dialect different, students were introduced to the Osaka dialect using an 
anime called ‘Meitantei Konan’ (2013). Students were to take notes on the differences 
found between the Osaka dialect and common Japanese, with regards to pronunciation, 
word level accent, sentence level intonation, vocabulary, grammatical and pragmatic 
differences. Interestingly, students were able to understand the spoken Osaka dialect 
without much problem. They picked up the differences in intonation immediately (e.g. 
Suminasen deshita, sorry), moreover, they were able to understand regional vocabulary 
variations without studying.  

The students could understand the meaning without knowing a few words, and 
they are able to understand conversations in context. Animations also helped them to 
follow the story. Below are some of the examples that the students noted during the class.  

 
1. Ootaki-han (common Japanese: Ootaki-san)  

Proper name + title (Mr. Otaki)  
2. Doko iku n ya  (common Japanese: Doko iku n da)  

Where go (Where are you going?)	  
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3. Saki ni kaette ee de. ((common Japanese: Saki ni kaette ii yo.)   
First go home OK (You can go home without waiting for me.) 

Furthermore, in order to use animation or drama to learn about language variation 
and language usage, it is important to choose an animation/drama which does not pose 
too much of a linguistic challenge. Vocabulary must be reasonably commonplace, thus 
the topics must be carefully chosen.   
 The class used two more dramas; one was to learn about gender specific language 
and changes of speech patterns based on the interlocutor. In the first case, the language 
used was rather simple, and easy to follow, however the speed was too fast even for 
native speakers. Thus, when the language needs to be examined, speed also needs to be 
considered.  
 The other drama (Umecha!, 2013) was used to learn about a more uncommon 
dialect (Shonai dialect from Yamagata prefecture). As the dialect was very different in 
terms of phonology, morphology and vocabulary, even Japanese native speakers could 
not understand most of it. This exercise made the class rethink what dialects are, and not 
all dialects are comprehensible even for native speakers. However, if the aim was more 
towards learning the language itself or communication patterns, the Shonai dialect would 
not have been the best choice as the learners need to understand enough of the language 
in order to analyze it.     
  
11. WHAT POPULAR CULTURE MATERIALS CAN AND CANNOT DO 

Popular culture materials have rich linguistic content that a textbook in general 
does not have. However, as they are not created to cater to non-native speakers of the 
target language, a careful selection of such materials must be the key consideration in 
order to foster a useful learning experience. Popular culture materials can be used to 
teach the socio-pragmatic aspects and syntactic features of the language, as well as 
various aspects of contemporary issues in the society. Moreover, the use of authentic 
popular culture materials can also contribute to training learners to process cross-cultural 
differences between Japanese and their own language (English in this study).  

What popular culture materials do not do is provide grammar and vocabulary in 
an appropriate order of acquisition as textbooks do (e.g. the te-form or gerund form needs 
to be taught before learning the te-iru form in Japanese.) They do not necessarily provide 
natural spoken language either, as they are modified, and utilize language ‘special effects’ 
in order to create an attractive character in the story. Therefore, some aspects are 
exaggerated such as gender specific sentence finals, and some characters use unusual 
words in order to create a repeated pattern to create an expected resolution. Thus, even 
popular culture materials are not the best source to demonstrate examples of perfectly 
natural spoken language, as they have many cultural issues and contemporary language 
embedded.   
 
12. CONCLUSION  

This paper demonstrates that it is possible to teach an entire language course by 
using authentic popular culture materials only. The difficulty associated with the use of 
authentic materials is to know what we want to teach and to find suitable materials, which 
is time-consuming. If the aim of the course is to build level appropriate grammar and 
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vocabulary, textbooks are a better choice. If aspects of the language beyond grammar 
need to be taught, then popular culture materials would be useful.  

In this sense, it is also possible to include some popular culture materials even in a 
beginner’s course, and these materials can also be used to teach an advanced level, such 
teaching text cohesion within the language. Finally, in order to motivate students to study 
the language, popular culture materials provide students with an incredible linguistic 
knowledge that textbooks do not aim to cover.   
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