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Preface

 These days, people come to Japan from any number of countries for a wide variety 

of reasons.  There are people who come for business, for learning Japanese culture or 

technologies, for studying at universities or vocational schools, for vacation, for living 

with family, the list goes on…  We wrote this book for any of these people who wish to 

try to speak Japanese, even just a little, whatever their reason for being in Japan.  

 

 There may be some who argue that as long as one can speak English, one would not 

have much trouble managing a trip to Japan, or even life at their work or school.  There 

may be many who think it’s not necessary to learn Japanese at all if their stay in Japan 

is only for a short time.  But now that you have come all this way to Japan, even if it is 

only a short time, wouldn’t you like to try speaking some Japanese for communicating 

with the Japanese people and people from other countries?  Even just a little effort in 

speaking Japanese will enhance your Japan experience, and result in you making new ac-

quaintances.  It will make your time in Japan that little bit more memorable and special. 

	 There	may	be	many	who	think	the	Japanese	language	is	difficult	to	learn	because	of	

its complicated writing system, with multiple alphabets of hiragana, katakana and kanji. 

But rest assured that you can speak Japanese without knowing how to write it.  This 

textbook intends to allow the reader to learn to speak Japanese while enjoying manga 

(cartoons).  So don’t worry about the Japanese writing, and just keep talking! 

 With this book, we trust your stay in Japan will be a more fruitful and memorable 

one.

February 2017 
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Welcome to Learn Japanese with Manga

Key features of Learn Japanese with Manga
● Learning to communicate in Japanese by reading manga (cartoons)

 This textbook is in the style of a story.  The main character is 

Mr. John Smith.  John is an engineer who is transferred to the Ja-

pan branch of his company for an assignment.  The story begins 

with his arrival at Narita Airport and follows his journey of living 

in Japan for one year and a half until his departure.  By communi-

cating	in	Japanese,	he	builds	relationships	with	people	from	his	office	and	his	neighbor-

hood.  Please join John in the world of this manga and enjoy the experiences he has.  If 

you imagine yourself in John’s shoes, by following along the conversations, you yourself 

should learn to speak Japanese as John does.

● You can speak Japanese without understanding how to read it
	 Many	people	think	that	the	first	step	to	learn	a	language	is	to	study	the	written	aspect	

and technicalities of pronunciation.  But this unlikely to be the main objective of your 

learning Japanese.  The primary purpose is to have the ability to communicate in Japa-

nese at work, at school, or in everyday life.  If so, wouldn’t it be best to start with speak-

ing Japanese?  You can speak without reading Japanese or understanding the linguistic 

mechanics of pronunciation.  We made this book for those who just want to start trying 

to speak a little Japanese.  Of course there is always the option of studying the writing, 

the vocabulary, the grammar, the phonetics, etc. before moving on to practicing conver-

sation.  However, the study option requires much effort and patience.  This book offers a 

more	flexible	approach	of	“using	the	language	first”	and	“the	more	you	speak,	the	more	

fluent	you	become.”

● English translation to assist
 The scenes in this book are familiar scenes you observe in any country or soci-

ety.  Just by looking at the cartoon, you will understand the setting of the scene and the 

conversation taking place.  Once you imagine the scene, say the lines John is saying, 

pretending to be John.  Easy, isn’t it?  When you think you’ve got it, check the English 

translation.		You	can	confirm	the	meaning.		“Yes,	that’s	what	I	thought	it	meant.		I	was	

able	to	say	what	I	was	thinking	in	Japanese!”		While	you	are	at	it,	try	a	paraphrasing	ex-
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ercise.  You will soon discover it isn’t that hard.  Then, you will be motivated to move on 

to the next scene and try speaking some more Japanese!

Structure of this book
This book consists of the following 5 sections.

 1. Hiragana & Katakana Table, Numeration Table 

  2. Part 1: Basic Phrases 

  3. Part 2: Enjoying Conversation in Manga

  4. Part 3: Basic Vocabulary

 5. Useful Words Searchable in English 

 

1. Hiragana & Katakana Table, Numeration Table 
 These tables show how to read the Japanese alphabets of hiragana and katakana as 

well as numbers.  The pronunciation is written in the Roman alphabet, as close to the 

Japanese pronunciation as possible.  

 Please take note of the following notations:

＊	‘	-	’	indicates	the	sound	needs	to	be	stretched	out.		Example:	okāsan	おかあさん (mother)

＊Long consonants are indicated by adding an extra consonant.  Example: kippu きっぷ (ticket)

＊ When a consonant is followed by a vowel, but each should be pronounced indepen-

dently, a ’ is inserted between them.  Example: ten’in てんいん (salesperson)

2. Part 1: Basic Phrases 
 Here we list Japanese phrases frequently used in everyday life.  Situations where 

those phrases can be used are shown in the illustrations.  They are very simple, but im-

portant phrases.  They are handy one-liners which help you really connect to the person 

you are talking to.  Don’t hesitate to try and use them. 

 In Japanese when you speak with 

your friends, you change some expres-

sions to add a tone of friendliness to 

your conversation.  Please take note, 

however, that these expressions should 

not be used with your elders or those 

senior to you, even if they are close to 

you.  See p.19 and p.20.
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3. Part 2: Enjoying Conversation in Manga
	 The	left	page	is	for	manga.		Each	speech	has	one	of	these	marks,	♠♥♦♣,	to	indicate	

which character is speaking what line.  The lower part of the left page is for practicing 

replacing the key word or phrase in the speech of the cartoon, and the right page is for 

appl ica t ion  exer-

cises.   The words 

you can replace and 

the scenes you can 

apply the words and 

phrases are shown in 

the illustration.  You 

should practice the 

words and phrases by 

imagining yourself 

in the scene of the il-

lustration.  This will 

help you use these words and phrases easily in real-life situations.

Synopsis of the cartoon
 The story begins with Mr. John Smith’s arrival at Narita Airport.  John is an engi-

neer who was transferred to the Tokyo branch of his company from the US.  He hasn’t 

been to Japan before and speaks almost no Japanese.  But while in Japan, he hopes to 

communicate	with	many	people	in	Japanese	wherever	possible.		On	this	first	trip	to	Ja-

pan, he heads off to his new home by making train and bus connections from the airport.  

John goes through many experiences at work and in his neighborhood.  After one year 

and a half, he returns to the US.  The last scene takes place at Narita Airport.  What will 

happen then...?  Don’t miss it!

4. Part 3: Basic Vocabulary
 We made a list of basic Japanese 

words frequently used at work and in 

daily life.  They are sorted by category 

such as food, transportation and such.  

You can search words by category and 

find	related	phrases	and	words	as	well.
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5. Useful Words Searchable in English 
 When you have a word or phrase you would like to know in Japanese, you can look 

it up in English.  It’s like a mini-English-Japanese dictionary.  It lists about 600 basic 

Japanese words.  There are cases where an English word has several Japanese equivalent 

words.  When there are multiple Japanese words with similar meanings, the most fre-

quently used Japanese word is listed.  When there are Japanese equivalents with different 

connotations, or the meanings are the same but all are used with equal frequency, it lists 

multiple Japanese words.  

On English translation
	 We	chose	the	literal	translation	into	English.		You	may	sometimes	find	the	English	

translation unnatural.  However we decided to leave the translation direct and literal in 

order to have the reader better understand the meaning of the Japanese word or the gram-

mar explanation.

How to use this book effectively
 There are two ways to use this book: one is to practice speaking Japanese while you 

enjoy the world of cartoon, and another is to search for words and expressions you want 

to say in Japanese. 

<Practicing Japanese while enjoying cartoon  > 
Steps:

1. First, take a look at the three-frame cartoons on the left page in Part 2

2. Imagine what the scene is about and what the characters are saying by just looking at 

the cartoon.

3. Say it either in your native language or English.

4. Read the lines written to the left of the cartoon out loud.

5.	Check	the	English	translation	to	confirm	the	meaning	of	the	lines.	

6. Repeat the lines out loud looking at the cartoons.

7. When you feel you can say the lines with ease, stand up and repeat the lines while 

imitating the actions of the cartoon character 

 You can practice this by yourself, but it would be fun to do with friends.
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<Searching words and expressions you want to say in Japanese> 
● Saying greetings and simple phrases:
	 Look	in	Part	1,	and	find	the	phrase	you	want	to	say	from	the	cartoon	captions.		The	

illustration	will	help	you	understand	what	 the	scene	is.	 	Once	you	find	the	scene	you	

want,	check	the	English	translation	to	confirm	the	meaning	is	the	one	you	are	after.	

● Searching from the cartoon scenes:
 Look in Part 2.  The text is made up of cartoons but the caption of each cartoon ex-

plains the situation in which the cartoon characters are conversing with each other.  For 

example,	when	you	want	to	get	on	the	train,	look	up	Unit	2-2	of	“Riding	on	the	Train.”		

When	you	want	to	invite	someone	out	for	meal,	look	up	Unit	5	of	“Inviting	Someone.”		

You will know what to say right away.  Start with whatever you are interested in saying 

in	Japanese,	and	move	on	to	the	next	conversation	or	 topic	you	find	interesting.	 	You	

need	not	to	start	from	Unit	1	and	“study”	all	units	in	order.	

● Checking words:
 Look in Part 3, in which the words frequently used in everyday life are listed by 

category.	 	You	can	find	related	words	and	phrases	as	well.	 	We	have	included	as	many	

photos and illustrations as possible, so you don’t need to look for the English translation. 

● Looking up Japanese words from English:
 When you have some English words you want to say in Japanese, look it up in the 

Useful Words Searchable in English.  Japanese words or phrases are given to the English 

words or phrases you are looking for.  Read the Romanized Japanese and say it.  It’s as 

easy as that!


