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Systematic teaching of Japanese grammar 

 
There are, no doubt, various goals in the teaching of Japanese as a foreign language, and the goal varies 

depending on the needs of the learners and also of the society. In my view there is a goal which has not 

been achieved in textbooks for Japanese language teaching. 

 

The problem is that textbooks do not provide a systematic account of related expressions/ constructions. 

Generally they present related types of expressions/ constructions separately, and they do not present them 

as a system. For each one of related types of expressions/ constructions, they provide a number of example 

sentences and give accounts as to how to use them. But they do not show systematically in what respects 

these related constructions are similar, and in what respects they are different. 

 

It is important to provide a systematic account of related expressions/ constructions. This is particularly 

useful for advanced learners, for it enables them to synthesize what they have already learned and to 

comprehend the system that underlies related expressions/ constructions. 

 

The present paper argues for the importance of the inclusion of such a systematic account in the teaching of 

Japanese grammar. 

 

Japanese has many clause-linkage markers (or subordinate-clause markers), e.g. those for conditional, 

causal, adversative, and so on. In Tsunoda (2001, 2003, 2004), I proposed a five-level classification of 

clause linkage of Japanese, in terms of (i) the semantic and/or pragmatic relationship between the 

subordinate and the main clauses, and (ii) the modality of the main clause. 

 

The five levels are characterized below. 

Level I: subordinate clause - [situation]; main clause - [situation] (Both the subordinate and the main 

clauses describe a situation.) 

Level II: subordinate clause - [situation]; main clause - [situation+judgment] (The main clause describes a 

situation and so does the subordinate clause. In addition, the main clause expresses what may be termed 

“the speaker’s judgment” in a broad sense.) 

Level III: subordinate clause - [situation]; main clause [situation+interpersonal effect] (The main 

clause describes a situation and so does the subordinate clause. In addition, the main clause expresses 

an interpersonal effect, directed from the speaker to the hearer, e.g. request, command, and question.) 

Level IV: subordinate clause - [premise]; main clause - [judgment] (The main clause expresses the 

speaker’s judgment such as inference, conjecture, and conclusion, while the subordinate clause 

presents a premise on which the judgment is based.) 

Level V: subordinate clause - [premise]; main clause - [speech act] (The main clauses expresses a 

speech act, e.g. statement, command, request, and question, while the subordinate clause presents a 

premise to the speech act expressed by the main clause.) 



Tsunoda (2001, 2002, 2003, 2004a, 2004b, 2005, 2006a, 2006b, 2006c) showed that this five-level 

classification systematically accounts for the use/ non-use of various clause-linkage markers of 

Japanese: causal (tame(ni), node, kara), conditional (to, -eba, -tara, nara), adversative 

(nimokakawarazu, noni, ga), and also other clause-linkage markers. 

 

The present paper argues that the inclusion of (i) this five-level classification of clause linkage and (ii) 

a systematic account of these clause-linkage markers in textbooks for Japanese language teaching, will 

greatly facilitate the learning of subordinate clauses of Japanese, and this will be particularly useful for 

advanced learners. 
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