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A Special Appeal: Promoting the Hepburn Romaji System

“Romgji” isthe genera term for
the writing systems used for writing
Japanese words in an English a phabet
script. It was developed to endble
those who can't read kanji to read the
Japanese language. Logicaly, it
should follow the phonics principles
familiar to those readers.

Romaji is currently introduced in
fourth grade d ementary public schoal,
as part of the Jgpanese language indruc-
tion. Becauseit isthefirg educaiond
exposure to the English dphabet for
most Jepanese children, it hasastrong
influence on their sense of English phon-
ics. Romgji introduction has atremen-
dous potentid for establishing agood
foundation for later English learning.

Sadly, this potentia remains unre-
aized, even violated. The romgji sys-
tem that is taught in fourth grade
(Nihon-shiki romaji) triesto be sm-
ple, but in fact, much of it directly
violates standard phonics rules of
English. Thisresultsin anillogica
system that hinders Japanese students
ability to understand English.

Indeed, three years later in the first
year of junior high, students are
taught the Hepburn romaji system as
part of their English curriculum.
Cdled “Heboun-shiki”, it closdly fol-
lows standard English phonics rules.
The points of difference between
these two romgji systems are easily
identified and widely known:

Go to any Stationery store in Japan,
and look for the “romgji noto” next to
the kanji writing, math, and other
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shiki romaji table, with the alternate
Hepburn spdllings printed in smaller
print, in parentheses, where they
occur. On the chart accompanying this
article, these 18 items are circled and
contrasted with the Nihon-shiki coun-
terparts shown below the main chart.
Asanillugration of theimpect of
these differences, contregt these pairs
“sushi” vs “sud”; “Michika” vs
“Mitiko”; “Hideo Matsui” vs. “Hideo
Matui” and “Mount Fuji” vs “Mount
Huji”. Ineach of these pairs thefirg
exampleiswritten in Hepburm romgji, the
seoond in Nihorrshiki romgji. Infourth
grade sudentsaretaught thet “S” ispro-
nounced as“shi”, “ti” is pronounced as
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“chi”, “zyd’ ispronounced as“jd’, and 0
on. These abarraionsresult in misunder-
standing when later dedling with English
words, bath in reeding and writing.

At best, imposing an inadequate
lettering system on fourth graders,
and then asking seventh gradersto
unlearn it, is poor planning. Adopting
the Hepburn system for elementary
school Japanese instruction would be
asimple, yet very effective reform
with regard to English ingtruction that
the Education Ministry could enact.

As educators, we don't have to wait
for such reform. Please tell your stu-
dents to use the Hepburn system when
writing Japanese words in romaji.
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school notebooks. Open to the inside (Lo )
back flap, and you'll see the Nihon- L
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