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Style training in Japanese language instruction
- some terminological problems

Aiko Takano
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An often-observed problem in intermediate-level spoken and written
expressions, together with vocabulary and grammar, are inappropriate
stylistic distinctions. Expressions used in casual conversation with friends
often may spoil the appropriate balance of reports’ or oral presentations’
style. What I noticed while teaching was the inconsistency of terminology
and explanations regarding issues of ‘style’, as well as learners’ low levels of
awareness. This study therefore analyzes Japanese textbooks’ descriptions
of ‘style’, examine the terminology and the explanations they contain,
and explore how learners understand them. As a result, it became clear
that efforts are needed, in order for learners to master stylistic aspects,
to provide a unified, consistent terminology, and intuitive explanations
that resonate with students’ intuitions. Learners’ responses to the survey
revealed the following: that the styles students find easier to grasp are ‘da/

dearu’ and ‘desu/masu’; the explanations they better understood include
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terms such as ‘soft/light/friendly talk/casual’ or ‘stiff/formal/polite’; and
finally, that, in order to appeal to learners’ intuitions, it is useful to use a
broad range of situation-specific practical examples regarding both spoken

and written language, and lists of stylistic variations of the same semantic

item.
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