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My Monthly Japanese Lesson

When I arrived in Urasoe to work as a Coordinator for International
Relations, I learned that one of my duties would be to write a column for
Urasoe's monthly newsletter. Though I often correspond with friends in
Japanese and have written essays and other assignments in Japanese in
the past for school, writing for a town newsletter like this in a foreign
language is a much more daunting task. Not only is my Japanese ability
as a foreigner being judged each time an article I have written is
published, in addition I am never sure if the subject I choose will interest
readers as much as it interests me.

Luckily I have a great editor! Each month I write my article in
English and then translate it into Japanese, after which the supervisor of
Urasoe's newsletter helps me hack it into readable shape and gives me
content-related suggestions. Translating the article is probably the most
difficult step of the process. I am not a native speaker of Japanese, so
searching for equivalents to the phrases I write in English can be a
dangerous process. Much to my chagrin, something which sounds
completely natural and logical to me as an English speaker often
becomes total gibberish when I attempt to render it in Japanese.

As this experience confirms, one of the most time-consuming aspects
of learning a foreign language is developing one's power of expression.
Grammar and vocabulary are a good place to start, but one will never
speak or write naturally using only a grammar handbook and a
dictionary. I have witnessed this time and time again when attempting
to write articles for this newsletter, and find that each mistake is an
opportunity to learn something new about the Japanese language.

When I get a little frustrated with the linguistic battle of writing in
Japanese I try to step back and give myself some perspective. It took
me sixteen years of school in the United States to reach a point where I
feel confident expressing myself in my native language, and it takes
young, mentally acute Japanese children about twelve years of kanji
practice before they are able to read a newspaper here. Language is
difficult and there's no getting around it. At the same time, perhaps this
complexity is what makes language so fascinating.
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