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Abstract

This paper explores the most frequent grammatical errors made by beginner learners of the
Japanese language and analyzes these errors through a pedagogical lens. Drawing from second
language acquisition (SLA) theories, interlanguage development, and contrastive analysis, the
study identifies common mistakes such as incorrect particle usage, misapplication of verb
conjugations, confusion between formal and informal speech forms, and structural interference
from the learners’ native languages. The research emphasizes how these errors reflect
predictable developmental patterns and the challenges specific to learning Japanese grammar,
which is notably different from Indo-European languages in terms of syntax, morphology, and
honorifics. Based on classroom observations, learner data, and prior studies, the paper proposes
targeted instructional strategies to reduce such errors. These include error-aware teaching
methods, scaffolded input, and learner-centered corrective feedback. Moreover, the study
highlights the importance of fostering grammatical awareness and utilizing technological tools
such as digital platforms and corpus-based materials to enhance grammatical accuracy.
Ultimately, this research aims to support Japanese language educators in developing more
effective grammar-focused teaching approaches that align with the cognitive and linguistic
needs of beginners.

Keywords: Japanese language, beginner learners, grammatical errors, particle misuse, verb
conjugation, error analysis, pedagogy, SOV, language acquisition, contrastive analysis, formal
vs informal forms, syntax, SLA, interlanguage, scaffolding, corrective feedback, instructional
strategies, metalinguistic awareness, error fossilization, teaching grammar, classroom practice.

Introduction

Learning Japanese as a second or foreign language poses unique grammatical challenges for
beginners due to its complex system of particles, verb conjugations, and honorific expressions.
Unlike Indo-European languages, Japanese follows a subject-object-verb (SOV) sentence
structure, relies heavily on context, and often omits subjects when they are understood from
discourse. For learners unfamiliar with such features, grammatical accuracy can be difficult to
attain in the early stages. Among the most common mistakes are the misuse of particles such
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as % (wa) and 7> (ga), errors in tense and formality levels, and difficulties in applying basic
sentence patterns.

This study investigates these typical grammatical errors through a pedagogical framework,
focusing on how they can be addressed in classroom instruction. Understanding the root causes
of these errors — whether stemming from negative transfer, lack of metalinguistic awareness,
or insufficient practice — can inform more effective teaching practices. By analyzing learner
data and integrating insights from second language acquisition theories, this research aims to
provide educators with practical solutions for minimizing grammatical errors in Japanese
language classrooms. The goal is not only to correct errors but also to enhance learners’
awareness and autonomy in grammar learning, ultimately leading to greater fluency and
communicative competence.

From a pedagogical standpoint, these errors indicate the necessity for targeted instruction that
not only presents correct forms but also explicitly explains their usage in various
communicative contexts. Activities fostering metalinguistic awareness, where learners reflect
on form-function relationships and pragmatic appropriateness, have been shown to be
particularly effective. Such approaches encourage learners to think critically about why and
when to use specific verb forms rather than merely memorizing rules.

THE MAIN FINDINGS AND RESULTS

This study, conducted with a cohort of beginner Japanese learners at the Uzbekistan State
University of World Languages (USWLU), reveals several prominent patterns in grammatical
errors, which are consistent with findings in second language acquisition (SLA) literature. The
analysis confirms that particle misuse, verb conjugation errors, and interference from the
learners' native languages are the most persistent challenges for beginners.

1. Complex Challenges in Japanese Particle Usage: The Frequent Confusion Between

I (wa) and 73 (ga) Among Beginner Learners

The most frequent error involved confusion between the particles |X (wa) and 7% (ga),
observed in approximately 68% of learners during initial assessments. This finding aligns with
Saito’s (2013) research, which highlights the complexity of Japanese particles due to their
subtle semantic distinctions and context-dependent usage. Particles in Japanese serve as
markers of topic and subject, which often do not have direct equivalents in Indo-European
languages, leading to negative transfer as described by Odlin (1989). The gradual improvement
to a 38% error rate by mid-semester demonstrates the effectiveness of contrastive analysis and
scaffolded teaching strategies, consistent with Swain’s (2005) Output Hypothesis emphasizing
the role of practice in internalizing grammatical forms. The misuse and confusion of Japanese
particles, particularly the distinction between % (wa) and 75 (ga), stands out as the most
common and persistent grammatical error among beginner learners. In this study,
approximately 68% of participants initially demonstrated difficulty correctly using these
particles, which points to a deep-rooted challenge in acquiring their nuanced functions. (see
Graph 1). This problem is not unique to the cohort at USWLU but has been widely documented
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in SLA research as one of the most intricate aspects of Japanese grammar for non-native
speakers. Saito (2013) extensively discusses the complexity of Japanese particles, emphasizing
that their functions go beyond simple grammatical roles and involve subtle semantic and
pragmatic nuances. For instance, |3 (wa) functions primarily as a topic marker, indicating what
the sentence is about, whereas 73 (ga) is the subject marker, highlighting new or contrastive
information. This distinction is often blurred for learners because many Indo-European
languages, including English, Uzbek, and Russian, lack equivalent topic markers, which
complicates the learners’ internalization of this concept.

The theory of Odlin - negative transfer explains that learners tend to apply rules from their
native languages when learning a new language, often leading to errors when the target
language's structures differ significantly. In this case, the absence of a direct equivalent for |
and 7 in the learners’ native languages causes them to interchange these particles erroneously,
reflecting a form of transfer-induced interference. For example, learners may treat both
particles as interchangeable subject markers, resulting in sentences like “FA7SNF/4E T4
instead of the correct “FAIX A4 TH.

Moreover, the gradual reduction of particle misuse from 68% to 38% by mid-semester at
USWLU demonstrates the practical impact of these instructional strategies. This improvement
not only indicates better grammatical accuracy but also suggests an increased metalinguistic
awareness among learners, allowing them to reflect on and self-correct their usage. Research
by Ellis (2006) supports the importance of metalinguistic awareness as a key factor in
overcoming persistent grammatical errors. To further address this issue, innovative teaching
methods such as input enhancement, where particles are highlighted in reading and listening
materials, and task-based learning that encourages meaningful communication, can reinforce
correct particle use. Additionally, the use of technology, such as corpus-based concordancers,
allows learners to observe authentic examples of |X and 7% in context, facilitating deeper
understanding through exposure to real language usage.

2. Verb Conjugation Errors
Errors in verb conjugations, particularly the misuse of polite (~% 7°) versus plain (~%) forms,
were evident in 54% of students initially. This reflects the findings of Shimizu (2010), who
discusses the pragmatic challenges learners face in choosing appropriate speech levels in
Japanese due to its honorific system. Targeted instruction and metalinguistic awareness
activities helped increase correct verb form usage from 46% to 75%, supporting Lyster and
Ranta’s findings on the benefits of corrective feedback in grammar learning. For learners
coming from languages without such a hierarchical system embedded in verb morphology,
these distinctions can be particularly confusing. The misuse of polite forms in informal contexts
or vice versa can lead to awkward or unnatural expressions, potentially impacting effective
communication.
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Graph 1. Grammatical mistakes of first-year students

For instance, beginner learners might incorrectly say “B-~X&E 3 /A" ? ” (polite form) in casual
conversations where “B X 4 ?” (plain form) would be more appropriate, reflecting a lack of
pragmatic competence (see Graph 1).

Inderscience Research

In addition to difficulties with the choice between polite and plain forms, the study identified
frequent errors in negative verb constructions. A notable example is the redundant phrase “17
Z ¥ AT, where learners add the copula “CJ after the negative verb form “4T& %
& A ,” which is already complete. This error reflects a common phenomenon of
overgeneralization in language acquisition, as described by Ellis. Overgeneralization occurs
when learners apply learned rules too broadly, often creating non-standard or ungrammatical
forms as they attempt to make sense of new linguistic patterns.

3. Structural Interference from Native Languages

Structural errors related to word order and particle omission were prevalent in 47% of learners’
responses, likely due to transfer effects from Uzbek and Russian grammatical structures. As
Dulay, Burt, and Krashen (1982) suggest, interlanguage errors often stem from learners
applying native language rules to the target language, a phenomenon extensively documented
| in contrastive linguistics. This interference affects not only syntax but also the pragmatic use
of particles and formality levels, complicating learners’ acquisition of Japanese grammar.
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Interlanguage, the evolving linguistic system that learners create while acquiring a new
language, frequently exhibits transfer phenomena—where learners impose the rules, patterns,
or constraints of their first language onto the target language. In the case of Uzbek and Russian
speakers learning Japanese, the transfer of syntactic habits can result in non-target-like word
orders. For example, both Uzbek and Russian predominantly follow a subject-verb-object
(SVO) order, whereas Japanese uses a subject-object-verb (SOV) structure. This fundamental
difference leads learners to produce sentences that sound unnatural or ungrammatical in
Japanese. For instance, learners might incorrectly place the verb before the object or omit
particles that are essential in marking grammatical relations and sentence coherence.

4. Pedagogical Implications

The reduction in errors through intervention at USWLU supports the view that error analysis,
combined with targeted pedagogical strategies, can significantly improve learners’
grammatical competence. According to Schmidt (1990), conscious attention to form is crucial
for developing accurate interlanguage systems. Step-by-step facilitated input for
comprehension, as advocated by Vygotsky’s (1978) Zone of Proximal Development theory,
provided learners with structured opportunities to notice and correct errors collaboratively.
Additionally, the incorporation of technology, such as corpus-based tools and interactive
digital platforms, aligns with Warschauer’s (1996) observations on the positive impact of
computer-assisted language learning (CALL) on grammar acquisition. These tools enable
learners to engage with authentic language data, enhancing metalinguistic awareness and
fostering autonomous learning. For example, learners worked on sentence mapping exercises
where teachers guided them step-by-step to identify the correct particle usage and verb
conjugations in context. This collaborative error correction allowed learners to internalize
grammatical rules more effectively than isolated rote learning.

Example: Using a corpus concordancer, learners searched for the usage of the particle 7 in
sentences like: [FEDSKFE 7?2 | (Dare ga kimasu ka? — Who is coming?) — [FAIZ k£ F

o 1 (Watashi wa kimasu. — I am coming).

Analysis:

This activity made clear that 7% marks the subject performing an action in interrogative or new
information contexts, while (X marks the topic or known information. Seeing numerous real-
life examples helped learners internalize these subtle distinctions more effectively than
textbook definitions alone.

Interactive digital platforms also facilitated autonomous learning by offering instant corrective
feedback and scaffolded practice tailored to individual learner needs. One example is the use
of apps that prompt learners to choose correct verb forms in simulated dialogues.
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RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The acquisition of Japanese grammar poses unique challenges to beginner learners, especially
those whose native languages are typologically distant from Japanese. At the Uzbekistan State
World Languages University (USWLU), a diagnostic analysis of common grammatical errors
among first-year Japanese language students revealed recurring patterns of mistakes that reflect
both developmental interlanguage features and negative transfer from Uzbek and Russian.
While some errors are purely syntactic, many are intertwined with pragmatics and context-
sensitive usage, highlighting the need for a pedagogical approach that integrates metalinguistic
awareness and socio-cultural understanding.

Grammar in Japanese differs significantly from that of Indo-European languages. With
agglutinative morphology, context-dependent subject omission, and a complex honorific
system, Japanese grammar often requires learners not only to memorize rules but to understand
their contextual appropriateness.

For beginner learners, these conditions are rarely met naturally, especially in a classroom-
limited environment. Therefore, understanding the nature of grammatical errors and addressing
them through focused instruction becomes crucial for fostering accurate and fluent language
production. Among the several grammar categories that students struggle with—such as verb
conjugation, particle usage, and sentence-final expressions—one of the most frequent yet
underexplored error types involves the misuse of i-adjectives (\\JEZF). These adjectives
serve as essential components in basic Japanese sentence structures, and errors in their usage
can obscure meaning, reduce fluency, and even result in pragmatic inappropriateness.

In Japanese, i-type adjectives (e.g., = LV takai — “high/expensive”, & LY L LY oishii —
“delicious”) behave differently from both nouns and verbs. Unlike English adjectives, they
inflect to show tense and polarity:

e Present affirmative: 5T

Present negative: /5 < 72T

Past affirmative: 572> 72 C9

Past negative: 5 < 72> 72T

This feature makes them functionally similar to verbs, but for learners unfamiliar with
inflecting adjectives, this causes confusion. According to Tsujimura (2007), the morphological
behavior of adjectives is a major learning barrier, as it defies the more rigid word-class
boundaries present in languages like Uzbek and Russian. At USWLU, approximately 61% of
beginner learners produced errors related to -1 adjective conjugation in formative assessments
during the first semester. The most common errors included:

o Incorrect negative form: e.g., 727>V 72\ \ instead of 722> < 72\

o Incorrect past form: e.g., 3\ L 7z instead of IV Lo 72

e Mixing noun + adjective structure: e.g., 727>\ 72 T (confusion with 72 -adjective

pattern)
» Omission of conjugation: e.g., K5IV V) in formal writing instead of K5IV NTH .
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These errors suggest not only morphological confusion but also a lack of awareness about
formality levels and register-appropriate usage. Several factors contribute to these patterns of
misuse:

- Negative transfer from Uzbek and Russian, where adjectives are not conjugated for tense or
polarity.

- Lack of input: Limited exposure to natural Japanese limits the learners’ ability to internalize
correct patterns through meaningful input.

- Overgeneralization: Learners often apply rules learned for na-adjectives or verbs to i-
adjectives, producing forms like 727>\ T L 7z.

- Pedagogical gaps: Some textbooks and classrooms under-emphasize the role of adjective
conjugation in communicative competence, focusing instead on nouns and verbs.

By the end of the semester, correct usage of -1 adjectives increased from 39% to 77%. The
analysis of -1 adjective misuse among beginner learners provides several implications for
language pedagogy. First, adjective conjugation should not be treated as peripheral but rather
as a core grammatical function, given its frequent usage in descriptive and emotive expressions.
Adjective errors are not merely surface-level problems; they reflect deeper cognitive and cross-
linguistic challenges in developing a mental grammar of Japanese. Secondly, instruction must
go beyond the presentation of rules. Learners need to notice patterns in real context, a point
emphasized by Schmidt . Using context-rich materials, such as dialogues, narratives, and native
speaker videos, can enhance learners' sensitivity to proper adjective use. Finally, integrating
technology—such as speech recognition tools, online quizzes with immediate feedback, and
authentic language corpora—empowers learners to practice and self-monitor outside the
classroom. CALL environments promote learner autonomy and higher retention of
grammatical forms, particularly when feedback is scaffolded.

T=hWEW 72H < iE 0
LWLV BLLHHT: A
f=h\WiRTY T..?’J‘L\'Ca' Dg
R 'I

3
, \'
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Given the challenges learners face with basic Japanese grammar—such as i-adjective
conjugation and particle usage—there is a clear need for pedagogically grounded and learner-
centered approaches to instruction. Teachers are encouraged to isolate common grammatical
structures like i-adjectives and design lesson blocks that build mastery through input and output
tasks.
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CONCLUSION

These findings collectively highlight that error-informed teaching strategies—when combined
with gradually simplified instructional support and technology integration—can substantially
improve beginner learners’ grammatical accuracy and metalinguistic awareness. Importantly,
such approaches foster learner autonomy, encouraging students to take ownership of their
learning journey. Educators are therefore encouraged to design curriculum and classroom
activities that balance explicit grammar instruction with meaningful practice opportunities,
supported by modern digital tools. Pedagogically, addressing these structural challenges

i
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requires explicit attention to Japanese word order rules and particle usage, along with activities
that raise learners’ awareness of differences between their native languages and Japanese.
Scaffolded sentence construction exercises, guided sentence mapping, and focused contrastive
drills help learners internalize the SOV order and particle functions more effectively.
Encouraging learners to self-monitor and reflect on their errors through metalinguistic
discussions further promotes deeper understanding and reduces fossilization of incorrect
patterns.

Integrating authentic communicative practice is also vital. Through contextualized speaking
and writing tasks, learners get opportunities to apply correct word order and particle use in
meaningful interaction, reinforcing correct forms in real-time. Additionally, the use of corpus-
based materials and technology-enhanced learning platforms can expose learners to diverse,
natural examples of sentence structures, aiding implicit learning.

In summary, structural errors in word order and particle omission among Uzbek and Russian
learners of Japanese underscore the significant role of native language interference in
interlanguage development. By combining contrastive analysis with targeted instructional
strategies, educators can effectively mitigate these challenges and support learners in achieving

Inderscience Research

syntactic accuracy and pragmatic appropriateness in Japanese. In conclusion, the pedagogical
implications of this study extend beyond the USWLU context, offering a replicable model for
Japanese language educators worldwide seeking to address beginner grammatical errors
effectively. By cultivating an error-positive environment, utilizing scaffolding within learners’
ZPD, and embracing technology-enhanced learning, teachers can better equip students to
overcome challenges inherent in Japanese grammar acquisition.
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