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Proficiency Level and ABAB-Type Onomatopoeia Use of
L2 Japanese Learners
LIAN, Zeqi (Kobe University, Graduate Student)

Abstract
This study aimed to elucidate the actual usage of basic ABAB-type onomatopoeias (e.g.,

"dondon," "sorosoro") frequently occurring in Japanese daily conversation (Lian, 2022)
by learners. The methodological approach involved analyzing learner dialogue and
composition data from the "International Corpus of Japanese as a Second Language " (I-
JAS), examining the variation in onomatopoeic usage across proficiency levels (beginner,
intermediate, and advanced). The findings revealed that as learners' proficiency levels
increased, the user ratio, the token, and the diversity of ABAB-type onomatopoeic
expressions in spoken dialogues also increased, although these metrics remained lower
than those of native speakers. In compositions, while the user ratio and the token rose
with proficiency, learners tended to overuse these expressions compared to native

speakers. These results diverge from those presented in previous studies, offering new

insights into the actual onomatopoeic usage among learners of Japanese.
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1. Introduction

The term "onomatopoeia" originates from the Greek onomatopoiia, meaning "naming
by sound" or "the sound itself becomes the name." Onomatopoeic expressions are found
widely across the world's languages, and Japanese is particularly known for its rich
array of onomatopoeia. For instance, Ono's (2007) onomatopoeic dictionary includes over
4,500 entries.

Japanese onomatopoeia is numerous and exhibits a wide range of meanings and
diverse applications. Consequently, onomatopoeic expressions are considered one of the
more challenging linguistic elements for learners of Japanese. Despite this,
onomatopoeia has not been established as a standalone instructional item in Japanese
language education. As a result, the current situation is such that the needs of learners
are not being adequately met. To provide more systematic instruction of onomatopoeia
in Japanese language education, it is essential to first elucidate the actual usage

patterns among learners. Therefore, this study seeks to investigate how the Basic
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Colloquial ABAB-Type Onomatopoeias selected by LIAN (2022) are utilized by learners

in both spoken and written Japanese.

2. Literature Review

As previously mentioned, to improve the current state of onomatopoeia education, it is
crucial to observe learners' actual use of onomatopoeia and identify any problems they
encounter. Prior research has employed various methodologies to observe learners' usage
patterns. Here, we will overview three studies conducted by Maeda (2009), Nguyen
(2018), and Zhang (2020).

Maeda (2009) studied 27 German learners of Japanese (ages 10 to 30) and 22 native
Japanese speakers (ages 20 to 50), presenting them with 24 ABAB-type onomatopoeic
expressions both auditorily and within sentences and asking them to guess the meanings.
Additionally, 22 Germans with no experience learning Japanese were asked to guess the
meanings after hearing the same sounds. To measure the accuracy of the guesses, for
each onomatopoeic expression, a pair of antonymous adjectives (e.g., "tense" and
"relaxed" for "iraira") was presented, and participants were asked to rate the meaning
on a 5-point scale from -2 to +2. This is a psychological experimental method known as
the Semantic Differential (SD) technique. The analysis revealed that (a) learners could
grasp the general meaning of onomatopoeia, but their correct response rate was less than
half that of native speakers, and (b) the accuracy of learners' guesses did not correlate
with their Japanese proficiency or learning experience—there was no difference between
those with and without Japanese learning experience.

Nguyen (2018) investigated the onomatopoeic knowledge of Chinese (20 participants)
and Vietnamese (19 participants) university students majoring in Japanese, all of whom
had passed the JLPT N2 level. The study used 21 short animations, asking participants
to fill in the most appropriate onomatopoeic expression for each. For example, an
animation of a windmill turning was shown, and participants were prompted to complete
the sentence "The windmill is turning _ in the wind JRENET____ [A[->TW\5)"
(the correct answer being "kurukuru"). The results showed a correct response rate of 29%
for Chinese and 55% for Vietnamese participants, indicating that even at the same
proficiency level, there are differences in onomatopoeic knowledge based on one's native
language. However, commonalities were also observed; for instance, both Chinese and
Vietnamese participants provided incorrect answers like "marumaru" or "mawamawa,"
suggesting that when unsure of a Japanese onomatopoeic expression, learners tend to
generate ABAB-type expressions by repeating a familiar word's root.

Zhang (2020) used all task data from the "Multilingual Learners' Longitudinal Corpus
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of Japanese as a Second Language" (I-JAS), which includes interview data, to observe
the usage patterns of Chinese, Korean, English native speakers, and Japanese native
speakers in terms of usage frequency, diversity, used expressions, and errors. The results
indicated that Chinese native speakers had higher usage, diversity, and range of
expressions than Korean and English speakers but differed significantly from Japanese
native speakers. In terms of errors, Chinese speakers made the highest proportion of
mistakes. There were no clear differences between different proficiency levels,
suggesting that while native language influences onomatopoeic production, proficiency
level has a limited impact.

As seen above, prior studies on learners' usage of onomatopoeia have provided valuable
insights regarding data selection, observational methods, and conclusions drawn.
However, most research has focused on directly observing a fixed number of learners,
with very few studies utilizing learner corpora, especially those with appropriate
proficiency level classifications.

Therefore, this study aims to grasp the current state of onomatopoeic usage among
learners from a new perspective by investigating learner corpora, specifically dialogue

tasks and composition data, to examine their usage patterns.

3. Research Design and Methodology
3.1 Research Objectives and Research Questions
As already mentioned, the purpose of this thesis is to analyze learner corpora to
confirm differences in the use of onomatopoeia across different proficiency levels and to
elucidate the actual usage of Basic Colloquial ABAB-Type Onomatopoeia (LIAN, 2022)
by learners. In line with this objective, the following three research questions (RQ) have
been established:
RQ1: How does onomatopoeia usage in spoken dialogue tasks vary with proficiency
levels?
RQ2: How does onomatopoeia usage in written compositions vary with proficiency
levels?
RQ3: How do proficiency levels influence high-frequent onomatopoeia used in

dialogues/composition?

3.2 Data
The corpus used in this study is the " International Corpus of Japanese as a Second
Language " (I-JAS). I-JAS is a large-scale corpus considered foundational for research

on Japanese language learners, comprising data from face-to-face surveys with 1,000
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learners and 50 native Japanese speakers—a total of 1,050 participants—including
spoken and written compositions, voluntary compositions from some participants, and
detailed background information such as results from the Japanese Language
Proficiency Test. For an objective assessment of learners' language abilities, I-JAS
includes scores from two language tests that participants took: the J-CAT (Japanese
Computerized Adaptive Test) and the SPOT (Simple Performance-Oriented Test). The
data recorded in I-JAS consists of 12 tasks, including storytelling, role-play, and dialogue.
The data recorded includes 12 tasks, such as storytelling, role-playing, and dialogues
collected during face-to-face surveys, as well as written composition data from non-face-
to-face surveys. This study aims to understand learners’ actual usage of both spoken and
written Japanese. Therefore, it focuses on "spoken dialogue" and "compositions," which
are the tasks with the highest number of recorded words, as the subjects of investigation.

Regarding the participants in I-JAS used for this study, learners in the Japanese
domestic environment are not investigated due to the more complex factors compared to
overseas environments; instead, the study targets all 850 learners and 50 native

Japanese speakers.

Table 1

Details of Participants

Environment/Language Background Number of
Participants
Overseas Indonesian, Spanish, Thai, Turkish, 50
(Classroom German, Hungarian, French, Vietnamese,

Environments) | Russian

English 100
Korean 100
Chinese 200
Japan Japanese 50
Total 900

As can be seen above, learners with a wide range of native language backgrounds are
the subjects of this survey. Therefore, the results obtained from this survey are expected
to be applicable not only to specific learners but also to benefit a broad range of Japanese

language learners worldwide.
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3.3 Method
3.3.1 Preliminary Data Processing

As introduced in the previous section, the I-JAS conducts two language tests, J-CAT
(which measures language knowledge-related abilities such as listening comprehension,
vocabulary, grammar, and reading comprehension) and SPOT (which measures language
operational ability), in order to objectively judge learners' language abilities. When
classifying learners into proficiency stages, previous studies using I-JAS data mainly
based their methods on J-CAT scores; however, this study aims to capture learners'
Japanese language abilities from multiple perspectives and classify learners' proficiency
based on both J-CAT and SPOT scores.

Regarding the method of combining scores, there are a total of five score types: the
four skill-specific scores from the J-CAT and the SPOT score. Given the significantly
different nature and scoring of the J-CAT and SPOT tests, simply averaging the scores
is not suitable. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) is considered a powerful tool that
synthesizes a small number of uncorrelated principal components that best represent
the overall variability from a large number of correlated variables. Therefore, this study
utilizes PCA to combine the five scores and groups learners based on their principal
component scores. During the grouping process, criteria is established to ensure that the
number of beginners and advanced learners is comparable, while the number of
intermediate learners is the largest, resulting in a three-tier proficiency classification as

shown 1n Table 3.

Table 2
Learner Proficiency Classification
Principal o J-CAT SPOT Proficiency
Participants
Component Score Average Score | Average Score Level
<-1 139 120 51 | Beginner
-1~1 570 202 67 | Intermediate
>1 141 291 82 | Advanced

The results of the PCA show that the principal component loadings for each variable
are as follows: SPOT at 0.91, J-CAT vocabulary at 0.88, listening comprehension at 0.87,
grammar at 0.85, and reading comprehension at 0.81. The contribution rate of the
principal component is 74.4%, confirming that the principal component serves as a

representative value for the five types of scores.
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3.3.2 Research Methods

For RQ1, the study first employs a quantitative analysis of dialogue data from learners
of varying proficiency levels and native speakers. The focus is on the ratio of participants
who used onomatopoeia at least once (hereinafter referred to as the "User Ratio'), the
average number of tokens per person (Tokens), and lexical diversity (using Guiraud's R)
through ANOVA (Analysis of Variance). This analysis observes changes in these metrics
with increasing proficiency levels and examines differences between learners and native
speakers. Subsequently, a qualitative analysis is conducted, wherein dialogue examples
from learners at different proficiency levels are examined to identify specific differences
attributable to proficiency levels.

For RQ2, the study similarly begins with a quantitative analysis using written
composition data from learners of different proficiency levels and native speakers.
Employing the same methodology as in RQ1, the study analyzes the User Ratio, Tokens,
and lexical diversity through ANOVA to assess changes in these metrics with increasing
proficiency and to discern differences between learners and native speakers.
Subsequently, a qualitative analysis is conducted, wherein composition examples from
learners and native speakers are examined to identify specific differences between the
two groups.

For RQ3, the study conducts a contrastive analysis to identify frequently used
onomatopoeic expressions in dialogues and written compositions of learners at different
proficiency levels and native Japanese speakers. The analysis aims to detect differences
in usage frequency due to proficiency levels, as well as distinctions between spoken and
written modalities. Subsequently, the study examines specific differences in usage,
focusing on the most frequently employed onomatopoeia. It further clarifies differences

in the usage of onomatopoeia according to proficiency by analyzing collocational patterns.

4. Results and Discussion
4.1 Proficiency Effect in Dialogues

Upon investigating the use of onomatopoeia in dialogues and examining it from the
three perspectives of user ratio, tokens, and lexical diversity, the following results are

obtained.
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Figure 1
Onomatopoeic Usage in Dialogues by Proficiency Level (Left: User Ratio, Center: Tokens,
Right: Guiraud's R)

1 1 0.0008 A 1.5 ~
0.0006 -
0.5 - 0.0004 - 1 T
0.0002 -
0 l_I_ 0 - 0.5
@ Begineer @ Begineer @ Begineer
OIntermediate OIntermediate OIntermediate
OAdvanced OAdvanced OAdvanced
@ Native B Native B Native

As suggested in Figure 1, as learners' proficiency increases, there is an improvement
1n user ratio, tokens, and lexical diversity. However, even advanced learners do not reach
the level of native speakers. Nonetheless, since the possibility of error in these changes
remains, a one-way ANOVA was conducted for each of the user ratio, tokens, and lexical
diversity. In all cases, a significant main effect was found (User ratio: #(3,896) = 41.546,
p<.001, ,2=.122, Tokens: F'(3,896) = 17.153, p<.001, n,2= .054, Guiraud's R: (3,316)
= 23.031, p < .001, 1,2 = .186). Furthermore, post hoc testing (Holm) confirmed the
relationship of beginner < intermediate < advanced < native speakers for user ratio and
tokens. For Guiraud's R, a relationship of beginner ~ intermediate < advanced < native
speaker is confirmed, indicating that while no significant difference in lexical diversity
was found between beginners and intermediates, it develops beyond the intermediate
level.

Building upon the studies by Maeda (2009) and Zhang (2020), which suggested limited
impact of proficiency on onomatopoeic production and knowledge, the present study
reveals a significant influence of learners' proficiency on the amount of onomatopoeic
usage. In fact, a substantial difference is observed between beginners and advanced
learners.

The following are examples taken by the author from the I-JAS. In each case, there is

a conversation taking place regarding the Japanese anime "Natsume's Book of Friends."
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(1) Beginner Learner CCHO02-I

Investigator
Participant
Investigator
Participant
Investigator
Participant

Investigator
Participant

Investigator
Participant
Investigator
Participant
Investigator
Participant
Investigator

ENRT =A% BTl ATTNe

—HIE7e T =AIE H AR T

TEHAANCLS () ]2

A

FRBIRNWATETE  EARGERATT D

L HDLBIT. H—HLZD, BHD, BL. BLWESADK AR, KAIE
=5, HDHD T, ZOKE, WANARIRENH—LIT W ALITHED, H—
ORI HMFETT

HEIIRATT R, HOAN=Y—T, E9PHLTANEEWVA TN ?
ZOT . T =AE, BrolEIN, WANWAR S EITENWNEDIRUAHY E
.g—

SRS BEoEEPNWVRFFHIZRDE T2

[EUAVEVATEA

HEIRITT I, ~ZZOE B ETOODILER AR/ TTN?

A

S—  REBRZEAR, HONRATTIIN?

b—., BOUITReIL, H—FFRHBITOSLWATT
H—LE LW ARATT R, D ELE,

(2) Advanced Learner CCT44-1

Investigator
Participant
Investigator
Investigator
Participant

Investigator
Participant
Investigator
Participant

Investigator
Participant
Investigator

Participant

Investigator
Participant

HHHUTHD T—FLFEI2DIIM (T2 /) TTH?

z ok [BHKARIEDSEEHTT

IF—F o7 ONBRNATTREIPHID

ENPHFEMFHHAL THH- TN TT)

ZHTT R, ZLE BEPIEBODENKEN, RHET, LLEYD A
RO EEA

YoV

ToLRAIMELLNRST

oY

2& EANENRITT 4TI TOKIFET LI, HD BIX, o X578k
PRICHE ST, WANARZEEZRLH T AHLEEKDATWVRNATT N

B #doo> TR

I, WANAZE NIRRT HIZINT T KNG &R T 25T,
S—AIRDIEE DIV EL, ENFEEKDOSTROWATTITE, Zhnb®
AUTEI DL BUNES )

INDBIETESA L, BBLEVEOBIXHIABIKEN RHND L7 @350
FLEA, WELBIEHIAL, LR TNETOT

Yy

FDEDZENTEATEAALNNT 2> T E-RNWET,

Beginner learners are able to introduce the characters of the anime and their feelings

after watching it by saying things like "kind and gentle person" and "warm feeling," but
they are not able to explain the specific development or changes in the story. On the other

hand, advanced learners are able to explain the changes and development of the anime's
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content by using two onomatopoeic expressions, "gradually becoming negative" and
"gradually becoming clear." This suggests that the presence or absence of onomatopoeic
usage directly affects the quality of Japanese language production.

In summary, RQ1 observed the extent to which learners of different proficiency levels
use onomatopoeia in spoken dialogue. The results show that as learners' proficiency
increases, there is a convergence towards native speakers in terms of user ratio and
tokens, but even among advanced learners, there is still a significant difference from
native speakers. Regarding lexical diversity, it was confirmed that it develops from the
intermediate level. While previous studies have suggested that there is no difference in
the amount of onomatopoeic usage between proficiency levels, this section confirmed that
there is a difference between levels, and that even when introducing the same theme,

the use of onomatopoeia can make a significant difference.

4.2 Proficiency Effect in Compositions
Upon investigating the use of onomatopoeia in compositions and examining it from the
three perspectives of user ratio, tokens, and lexical diversity, the following results are

obtained.

Figure 2
Onomatopoeic Usage in Compositions by Proficiency Level (Left: User Ratio, Center:
Tokens, Right: Guiraud's R)

0.3000 - 0.0002 ~ 1.5
0.2000 - 0-00015 1 1 -
0.0001 -
0.1000 - 0.00005 4 0.5 -
0.0000 - 0 - 0
O Beginner O Beginner O Beginner
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@ Advanced @ Advanced E Advanced
Bl Native Bl Native B Native

As suggested in Figure 2, as learners' proficiency increases, there is a tendency for the
user ratio and tokens to increase. However, unlike in dialogue tasks, native speakers

tend to use onomatopoeia less frequently in written compositions. The difference in
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Guiraud's R according to proficiency level is not clear. However, since the possibility of
error in these changes remains, a one-way ANOVA was conducted for each of the user
ratio, tokens, and lexical diversity. For user ratio and tokens, a significant main effect
was found, but not for Guiraud's R (User ratio: #(3,638) = 3.803, p = .010, 1,2 = .018,
Tokens: F'(3,638) = 5.034, p = .002, 1,7 = .023, Guiraud's R: #(3,91) = 0.924, p = .433,
1,2 = .030). Furthermore, post hoc testing (Holm) confirmed the relationship of native
speakers ~ beginners < intermediate ~ advanced learners for user ratio and tokens.

The usage of onomatopoeia in compositions differs from that in dialogue, and there is
no convergence towards native speakers with increasing proficiency level, suggesting
that learners may use onomatopoeia excessively compared to native speakers. This
might be partly due to the fact that current Japanese language education does not treat
onomatopoeia as a separate item, and there is even less instruction on the contexts in
which it should be used.

The following are examples taken by the author from the I-JAS. Both compositions
share the theme "Our Dietary Life: Fast Food and Home Cooking."

(3) Intermediate Learner GAT34

BUEATRIZE AL ARLIZ2%, ik, ZE RN ETET 07k Tns,

N % DBNDOHAEIELAEETIC LD T, ZAZAT R E R RDEFHMRR, 72035 Fh R
FTHDIIINE TRELTHIVEFT, 20 FABTADIFINE N, LZABFEAE N
Db T 7 AR T —RIIARREFTS, RN Z WL, IR A-T2b DB Z L AT
ELRMPLELEL, @I &, EZTCHO77 AN T —REEZDONREETHS, TitD
HENHEZTHN OB 77 AR 7 —RICE A Lo TW5, FHELREE R B0 E ik 2>k
(272 H LN TERWVOIIRTET, 7206 IR R A2 TEATZAMEZ TT, B4 CRIEEAME
DN &z TUNVD,

—HTHRICAS TELREFIINAETILVLIF 0D E | B TRWLEM 23 EA
720 DI BECT ME R 72720 bo bon R, FIARIZIS— AT TR TS
T, ZCILFIRER D, FITH D TR ED & BRI O e A 2 2 T,
LIEBK DB ET, thbbo bR RITA - T, "rbH EVEIT2 DA,

FTHY TEST- B AL A TEBMNI TR AR TCNDE RN EAZAKLIZR D, %
RAUTHIWE SN2 D, 12036, FAUIINEETHIVE TR EIEDLDITI DM L
Vo EZAT, KRBT TILLLD T, EEEEVEY BRUEEST, Hh~FibED, 1D
{7 7 AR T —=RJEAT7 TUIWNT RN FX ZE S, EDOFEDIZINNNVEZ T ED,

(4) Native Speaker JJJ18
EIET LD FITINATHD, LT, ZORMZEMTLZENLEENLY L,
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BAREITZ 0, UL, BRI R L LT 7 7 — AR 7 —R e & P KER 7 —R
F =2 HIILHETHE AR — R E | I HOMKEEHTEBUT 12 AR O R fEE 38
BINDTHAY, bHAA, EEITIIHO O, WL —TF A Al kkx R B 5,
ZL T, ZNOIZHEL TWADIE, WO THEZTH (EDJEHITH) HELWEESIT DR H
MPERARETHLLEVIZETHD, ZHUT, FELDR BN LW LR L2 LA HRIEL ., IR
WD AL A SV ME S Q0B VW) 2 ThHd D,

KU THEETIL, KRBT e C A BB LB THE CTh D, Il 2 OIRFHS
HREIEC T, ZEHOBMEHE TN TED, (AL, MEEE T 5L2A0BHEFY,
FHEICIZ T M SRR 23035, LMV RSO IR i Iy MNE RO R 72E % W52
ETCHMET IR 72 B8, USINoT LAV — R FREL O 722 L loxt i T 52808
WL 72D, FRECTRBEZEBL, FRROHIRBRELLEDZOIIE, TOZHOREZL
FUZDNT DRE 23 72 TUIR B2,

BT HREIRER THDEON, ZTORBZEI T2 DEEETH 0N, EHLHIZHE A
EEIMDEVIRTEN, 77— A7 —REFFEEFLO K ChHHEE 2 HiD,

Both compositions argued that fast food is harmful to health and one should cook for
oneself; however, upon comparison, the two examples illustrate that there exists a
different orientation toward the composition writing. The relationship between the

native speakers and then the learners can be schematized in the figure shown below.

Figure 3

Tendencies of NS and Learner

Learner: Informal, Subjective, Personal = Native Japanese Word-centric, Sensibility-

focused, Onomatopoeia-reliant

Native Speaker: Formal, Objective, Official = Sino-Japanese Word-centric, Assertion-

focused, Onomatopoeia-averse

The tendencies shown in the figure above are also supported by the quantitative data.
When calculating the Text Readability Level using the Japanese text readability
measurement system 'JReadability,' the results indicated a level of 3.32 for learners and
2.74 for native speakers. Furthermore, upon counting the number of Sino-Japanese
words used in the compositions, it was found that learners employed 64 Sino-Japanese
words in a 350-word composition, while native speakers used 81 Sino-Japanese words in
a 315-word composition. Therefore, despite the similar themes of the compositions,

intermediate learners focused on using native Japanese words, including the use of five
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onomatopoeic expressions. As a result, their compositions were more comprehensible and
contained more subjective content, such as expressions of personal opinion with phrases
like "I think.... (---£895)" In contrast, native speakers centered their writing around
Sino-Japanese words without using onomatopoeia. Consequently, their compositions
were more difficult, avoiding personal opinion statements and resulting in more objective
and formal expository writing. In essence, when writing in their native language, native
speakers naturally set a goal for a more formal tone, avoiding expressions such as
onomatopoeia. This consciousness represents a difference between learners and native
speakers, as suggested by the findings.

In summary, RQ2 observed the extent to which learners of different proficiency levels
use onomatopoeia in their compositions. The results indicated that although there is an
increasing trend in the use ratio and tokens of onomatopoeia with rising proficiency
levels, similar to dialogue, learners are prone to overuse compared to native speakers.
Regarding lexical diversity, the variety of onomatopoeia used is limited, showing no
difference between the groups. Previous research has seldom distinguished between
spoken and written language; this section has shed light on the use of onomatopoeia in
written language and provided insights for future instructional guidelines, such as

avoiding its use in written texts.

4.3 Frequently Used Onomatopoeias

The foregoing discussion has suggested that the frequency of onomatopoeia usage
varies according to proficiency levels. However, it is pertinent to ask whether the specific
onomatopoeic expressions themselves also change. To investigate this, a survey is
conducted on the onomatopoeias most frequently used by learners at different levels,

yielding the following results.

Table 3
High-Frequency Onomatopoeia in Spoken Dialogue
Beginner Intermediate
Onomatopoeia Frequency Onomatopoeia Frequency

TEATE T\ TEATE 166
<285 6| EAEN 63
THTH 5| £ALH 13
<B<% 1| ez 13
S5 1| ZAZA 10
(ET L) 1]iczicz 8
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el hell 1| b6hb 8
<CHRSHR I AR
Advanced Native Speaker
Onomatopoeia Frequency Onomatopoeia Frequency
TEATE 66 | ICATZA 28
EAEN 30 | FAEN 21
THEH 11 | £A%5 12
HrIbrl 10 | EVEY 6
TAZTH 6 | IFBIETH 5
HHH5 5| HbrIbrZ 5
EH1E5 4| brAbrAS 4
WNHNG 4| ZTAZA 3
Table 4
High-Frequency Onomatopoeia in Composition
Beginner Intermediate
Onomatopoeia Frequency Onomatopoeia Frequency
TEATZ A 6 | ICATE 47
ELEN 1| EAEA 26
THTH 1| XTAE5H 5
EVEY 1
Advanced Native Speaker
Onomatopoeia Frequency Onomatopoeia Frequency
TEATE 14 | EAEA 1
EAE N 12 | <<% 1

An analysis of the high-frequency onomatopoeia in both spoken dialogue and

composition contexts reveals both commonalities and differences. The common elements

include the prominence of "dandan" and "dondon" in both contexts. According to the

"Shinmeikai kokugo jiten (8th ed.)," "dandan" conveys a situation that is gradually but

steadily progressing in a certain direction, while "dondon" expresses an active and

continuous undertaking of actions. Considering these definitions, it becomes apparent

that onomatopoeic expressions depicting a continuous state of change are prevalently

used by all speakers, despite nuances in meaning. The differing elements are that the

variety of onomatopoeia used in conversation is significantly greater than in composition.

From a token perspective, learners tend to overuse onomatopoeia in their compositions.
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However, when focusing on types, it is evident that both learners and native speakers
consciously avoid using onomatopoeia that expresses personal subjective sensations or
feelings, such as "mochimochi" or "iraira", in compositions, and instead, they choose
expressions like "dandan" that more objectively depict the process of change.

The following summarizes the changes associated with the learners' increasing
proficiency levels. Two clear trends are observed in the dialogue tasks. The first trend is
the convergence of high-frequency onomatopoeia used in conversation towards those
used by native speakers. Indeed, the number of onomatopoeias matching those of native
speakers increases progressively from beginner (3 words) to intermediate (4 words) to
advanced (6 words) levels. The second trend is the expansion in the semantic types of
onomatopoeia used; while beginners are limited to expressing states (e.g., "guruguru,”
"fuwafuwa'), learners at intermediate levels and above begin to employ vocabulary that
represents psychological states. The number of words expressing psychological states
changes from beginner (0 words) to intermediate (2 words: "dokidoki," "iraira") to
advanced (1 word: "iraira"). This indicates an expansion in the range of onomatopoeia
usage by learners. In composition tasks, apart from "dandan" and "dondon," the number
of different onomatopoeias used follows a pattern of beginner (1 word) to intermediate (2
words) to advanced (0 words), suggesting that learners become more selective and prefer
onomatopoeia that allows for more objective depiction as they advance in proficiency
levels.

In conclusion, this overview has cataloged the onomatopoeic expressions most
frequently utilized by learners at varying proficiency levels. However, this alone does not
clarify the question of "how" they are used. Therefore, as a case study, the most
frequently occurring "dandan" is selected for further examination of its collocational

patterns.

Table 5

Collocates of "dandan" in Conversational Tasks

Beginner | Freq | Intermediate | Freq | Advanced | Freq Native Freq
BNLLRD 1| FE2i5 17 | &2 6 | Do TLD 3
? fb 58 L 4 1| 1END 9 | Ve 3 | D 2
W5
MFEITD 1| R&<ed 9| ?HFELE- 2 | v 1
T NIZ72% %)
F<7e 1| B<72% 6 | <725 2| ELDLOI 1
2%
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bhroTU 1| 2 Bk HD 5| ?REITS 2 | ZBb-oTuX 1
A5 5| HID 2 | EhrhdbhoT 1
V<
TS 4 | HEL<72% 2 | KI5 1
72<72% 4 | 72725 2 | A EHLH-T 1
23S
HH<72% 3 | FEED 2 | BAEBALT 1
<%
? k% 3| EFITeD 2| AoTKD 1
Table 6
Collocates of "dandan" in Composition Tasks
Beginner Frequency | Intermediate | Frequency | Advanced Frequency
D7a72% 2 | AT 5| ILLL72% 2
Wz <D 1| #ERTD 4 | 72725 1
* BT D 1| HoTLD 3| FELTIK 1
R ARV 1| £bD 3 | MifT>TLD 1
?3E 1| B RIT7e% 2 | - TLD 1
? il % 1| £b>TKD 1

Tables 5 and 6 exhibit the collocates of "dandan" in spoken dialogue and compositional
contexts, respectively. An examination of these tables indicates both common and
distinct elements in the usage of "dandan" across the two modalities. A shared trend is
the frequent pairing of "dandan" with verbs that denote a change in the state or
properties of things, such as "naru" (to become) and "fueru" (to increase). In contrast,
native speakers often combine "dandan" with verbs like "wakaru" (to understand) and
"omoidasu" (to remember) in dialogue, indicating a more subjective expression of
sensation.

In terms of distinct elements, two aspects are noteworthy: the number of incorrect or
inappropriate usages and the use of aspectual forms. The former does not necessarily
decrease in dialogue as proficiency levels rise, with beginners showing one instance,
intermediates two, and advanced learners also two. However, in composition, a clear
reduction in errors is observed with proficiency: from two instances at the beginner level
to one at the intermediate level, and none at the advanced level. This observation aligns
with the notion that in L2 learning, fluency, accuracy, and complexity are in a trade-off

relationship during conversational tasks, with the primary trade-off occurring between
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fluency and accuracy. Hence, it is posited that learners may sacrifice the accuracy of
onomatopoeia usage to maintain fluency in dialogue, resulting in a less observable effect
of proficiency level. On the other hand, the time afforded for reflection in composition
allows for an increase in accuracy that correlates with proficiency levels.

Regarding the latter aspect, concerning the frequency of "te kuru" and "te iku" at the
end of collocates, there is little to no increase across proficiency levels in dialogue: from
one instance at the beginner level ("wakatte iku") to one at the intermediate level
("narete kuru") and none at the advanced level. This contrasts starkly with native
speakers, who use seven different verbs with aspectual forms such as "wakatte kuru"
and "kawatte iku." In composition, however, there is a trend of increasing aspect usage,
from one instance at the beginner level ("fuete kuru") to two at the intermediate level
("fuete kuru," "hette kuru") and four at the advanced level ("hattatsushite iku," "hayatte
kuru," etc.).

According to "Gendai nihongo bunpou 2," "te kuru" indicates the emergence of a state
or the progression of change up to a specific point, or long-term continuation, while "te
iku" denotes the progression of change beyond a certain point or long-term continuation.
This suggests that native speakers, when using "dandan" in dialogue, may unconsciously
recognize it as a word that indicates change and subsequently select verbs with aspectual
forms that also denote change. Conversely, it can be inferred that learners, in the interest
of maintaining fluency in dialogue, may omit aspectual forms that are deemed less
important.

In summary, RQ3 observed the onomatopoeic expressions frequently used by learners
at different proficiency levels in both dialogue and composition, as well as the usage
patterns of the prototypical high-frequency onomatopoeia. It was confirmed that
onomatopoeia indicating continuous state change is prevalently used by all learners.
With increasing proficiency, learners in dialogue show a convergence towards native
speaker usage, and an expansion in the range of onomatopoeia from action depiction to
psychological depiction. In composition, there is a discernible preference for
onomatopoeia that allows for more objective depiction. Furthermore, the use of
onomatopoeia to express changes in the properties of things is common among all
learners, while an increase in proficiency is associated with a reduction in misuse and

an increase in aspect usage in composition, though this trend is not observed in dialogue.

5. Conclusion
The present study analyzed the " International Corpus of Japanese as a Second

Language " (I-JAS) to investigate differences in the usage of ABAB pattern onomatopoeia
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according to learners' proficiency levels and to consider the causes of these differences.
The findings suggest that the use of onomatopoeia varies according to the proficiency
level of the learners, as well as between the learner group as a whole and native speakers.
The insights gained for each research question (RQ) are summarized below.

RQ1 examined the differences in onomatopoeia usage among learners at different
proficiency levels in conversational tasks. The results indicated that as learners'
proficiency increased, the ratio of users, the amount of usage, and the diversity all rose,
yet they did not reach the level of native speakers. The development of lexical diversity
lagged behind other aspects, showing an increase at the intermediate level and beyond,
but even advanced learners tended to repeat a small number of onomatopoeias.

RQ2 investigated the differences in onomatopoeia usage among learners at different
proficiency levels in compositional tasks. The results showed that as learners' proficiency
increased, both the ratio of users and the amount of usage rose, but learners used
onomatopoeia excessively compared to native speakers. Regarding lexical diversity, no
significant difference was found based on proficiency levels.

RQ3 compared the onomatopoeia frequently used by learners at different proficiency
levels in dialogue and composition. It was found that with increasing proficiency,
learners in dialogue exhibited a convergence towards native speaker usage, and an
expansion in the range of onomatopoeia from action depiction to psychological depiction.
In composition, learners showed a preference for onomatopoeia that allows for more
objective depiction. For the onomatopoeia "dandan," which is most frequently used by
learners regardless of proficiency level, a decrease in misuse and an increase in aspect
usage were observed in composition, but no clear difference in proficiency or convergence
towards native speaker usage was confirmed in dialogue.

As outlined above, the study achieved certain results, but it also faced several
challenges. The most significant limitation was the limited corpus data on which the
study was based, and the fact that the themes of dialogue and composition were not
controlled. Future research should aim to collect and examine data from dialogues and

compositions with controlled themes.
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