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Abstract 
 

This work explores the possibility of Interactive Storytelling being able to mediate 
meanings of Chinese Characters used in the Japanese language, or kanji, and 
successful learning foundations of kanji. A great inspiration for this work was Dr. 
James Heisig and his series of books “Remembering the Kanji”. The advanced learning 
principles he proposed were used as a foundation to create an interactive storytelling 
experience prototype to test if students were able to pick up on said learning strategies 
and also meanings of kanji. Furthermore, to ensure didactical correctness of the 
software teachers of Japanese and Japanese studies were asked as well to participate in 
the test phase with the request for didactic feedback. The obtained results showed that 
learnability was improved, speaking for the future prospects of this project.  
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1 Introduction 
As of recent years, the motivation and benefits for western society to learn Japanese or 
Chinese as a second language are rising ever so strongly. In the course of picking up either of 
those languages, one will be confronted with the initial hurdle that are Chinese Characters. 
Especially in the beginning stages these well over 2,000 unique characters present 
themselves to be the biggest obstacle for learners (Bourke, 1996) (Sayeg, 1996). With 
different meanings and readings associated to characters that appear so strikingly similar at 
first glance, differentiating and remembering them requires not only a lot of effort and time 
but also the right approach. In an effort to overcome this obstacle and present said approach 
James W. Heisig wrote a book on efficient and memorable learning of the Japanese set of 
Chinese Characters, the kanji, which has had quite the impact on the learning community. 
Published first in 1977, his methods still hold strong and this work has looked into how 
interactive storytelling as a tool of learning could complement his approach and how it could 
possibly be even more accessible for starting learners.  
 
Interactive Storytelling usually uses video games (also including computer, or generally 
digital games) as its medium and up to the point of this work, games for learning of Chinese 
Characters have been published, albeit under constant criticism of only being elaborate 
revising tools at best. Therefore, this work attempted to produce a prototype for a game that 
concentrates on actual learning of the characters in a fashion more similar to real learning 
environments. For this purpose knowledge of effective learning methods were combined 
with what in the past had been deemed as successful design choices for educational games. 
To test this prototype and verify if kanji learning and mediation of kanji learning methods 
could take place and provide the student with the necessary tools for future learning, test 
subjects with no background on kanji learning were interviewed via qualitative semi-
structured interviews. To examine if there is merit for advanced learners too and to possibly 
improve learning mechanics in the game, such advanced learners as well as teachers of 
Japanese / Japanese studies were interviewed as well.  
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2 Background 
With the rise of popularity of east Asian media and pop-culture in the West and the rising 
economic importance of east Asia in recent years, an increased interest in learning the 
respective Asian languages has emerged. Being able to comprehend and fully understand 
languages as Chinese and Japanese without the need for a third-party translator has become 
an even more respected quality and one many companies strive for.  

However, the aspect of getting to a level in which one is proficient enough for suitable 
application has proven to be one difficult task. Having not only deal with the usual 
grammatical and vocabulary challenges, contrary to European languages Chinese, Japanese, 
Korean and partly Vietnamese feature a different writing system consisting of over 2,000 
distinct logograms, which are integrated in the daily use of these languages (2,500 – 3,500 in 
Chinese; 2,136 in Japanese; 1,800 in South Korea; 3,000 in North Korea; limited to 
ceremonial uses in Vietnamese) (Hannas, 1997) (Coulmas, 1991) (DeFrancis, 1977). 

These logograms originated from China and are most commonly known and referred to as 
Chinese Characters, being also adapted and altered to Japanese, Korean and Vietnamese. 
Once any version of Chinese Characters has been memorized however, this knowledge can 
also be used to a certain degree in the other aforementioned languages. Especially in the case 
for Chinese and Japanese the knowledge of the characters by itself enables one to 
understand grand portions of the written language of either language, even if no learning of 
that language had previously happened. Being able to very quickly ascertain the topic and 
general contents of any given literature comes as another trait of having learned the 
generally used characters. The learning of the Chinese Characters in any version remains to 
be a demanding task, though and there is no way around them when attempting to learn 
either language. From personal experience when studying Japanese Studies at the University 
of Vienna I noticed a lot of fellow first-year students, at least 30-40%, dropping out due to 
serious difficulties with learning and remembering these Chinese Characters. Research 
further proves that students have the most problems in the early stages of learning of the 
Chinese Characters (Bourke, 1996) (Sayeg, 1996). 

Learning one character is not a difficult task per se, but keeping in mind their sheer number 
and that differentiating them from one another and remembering what they actually 
represent is the true problem. For this purpose, various methods to aid not only learning but 
also correct learning have been developed. Learning methods both include analog and digital 
ways. Before delving deeper, reviewing these methods and looking into possible 
improvements, it should be mentioned that this work uses terms possibly exclusively known 
to experts of their respective fields or with multiple conceivable meanings. To clarify such 
terms, following a short definition will be given for each. Being acquainted well with only 
Japanese, I will reference the Japanese set of Chinese Characters throughout this work. 
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2.1 Terms 

2.1.1 Kanji, On-yomi, Kun-yomi 
The original Chinese word for Chinese Characters is hànzì. The adapted Japanese word 
differs only slightly and is called kanji. As this work will address the Japanese version of 
Chinese Characters the corresponding Japanese-styled term will be used. Over the past 
century 2,136 kanji have been chosen by the Japanese ministry of education to be considered 
standard knowledge in any given literature and to regulate the general use for official 
government documents, hence coining the name general-use kanji. One kanji features at 
least one meaning associated with it and at least one reading that may or may not feature a 
different meaning. Often it may feature two readings as well, which are generally separated 
into on-yomi and kun-yomi (literally on-reading and kun-reading). On-yomi resemble more 
the original Chinese reading and often written in capital letters, while kun-yomi are the 
native Japanese readings of the character.  

For example, 界	  has the general meaning of “world” associated with it. The on-yomi is KAI 
and this reading can also be associated with “border”. Depending on the context it is found 
in, it may take on one of these two meanings. It does not have a kun-yomi. 

Another example is 日 , the kanji for “sun”. Its on-yomi is NICHI, which may also mean 
“Japan”. Its kun-yomi is hi, which can also assume the meaning of day. 	 
 

2.1.2 Radicals and Primitive Elements 
A Kanji is always a construct of one or multiple granular parts which are commonly referred 
to as “radicals”. Following is an overview of all radicals from the online dictionary website 
jisho. They are sorted by the number of strokes needed to draw them respectively. Over half 
of them can be drawn with six or less strokes, making them significantly easier to recognize 
than most kanji. An overview of all general-use radicals can be seen in figure 1, as seen on its 
source website jisho.org.  
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Figure	  1:	  all	  214	  radicals	  in	  the	  Japanese	  language,	  sorted	  by	  stroke	  number	  

source: jisho.org (Ahlström, Ahlström, & Plummer, 2018) 

Radicals form the basis of etymological studies of sound and meaning and are also used for 
indexing kanji in dictionaries (Heisig, 2011). Heisig (2011) proceeds to describe primitive 
elements (abbr. primitives) as follows: 

“In fact, most of the radicals are themselves primitives, but the number of 
primitives is not restricted to the traditional list of radicals. The primitives, 
then, are the fundamental strokes and combinations of strokes from which 
all the characters are built up.” (Heisig, 2011) 

Hence is a kanji always associated with one certain radical and made up of one or more 
primitive elements, which may consist of one or more radicals. 

To illustrate, an example: 

	  

	  

腹	  meaning: abdomen, stomach 

We have here the kanji for stomach. It consists of four primitive elements:  

月(moon, flesh) 𠂉 (reclining, lie down) 日(sun, day)  夂 (walking legs) 

 
On the left is the primitive for moon. It can stand alone, but when taking on the role of a 
radical and standing on the left like in the kanji above, it takes on the meaning of flesh, or 
rather a part in the body. So whenever we see this radical standing on the left of a kanji we 
can automatically assume its meaning is connected to the biological body. 
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The meanings of the other primitives in this example do not change much, but they do not 
appear to make much sense at first glance either. The general direction of a kanji is usually 
dictated by its radical. The rest of the primitives may appear in a form that is seen in other 
kanji, possibly lending a hand in deducing the whole meaning. For example, the three other 
primitives in this case (lie down, day and walking legs) can make up another primitive that 
stands for “double back”. We can continue to break down these parts, until we are left with 
their most basic form, illustrated with the primitive elements seen above. 

2.1.3 Second level language learner 
When referring to the general “learner” in the course of this work, the talk is always of a 
person whose mother tongue or first level language does not count towards the Asian 
languages that heavily incorporate Chinese Characters (Chinese, Japanese and Korean). 
Also, it is assumed that at the time of learning the individual is not living in one of these 
countries and possibly be exposed to kanji in their daily lives. Throughout this work, the 
learner will be occasionally referenced by “they” using the neutral pronoun in order to 
prevent gender bias, and also to not impede readability.  

2.1.4 Interactive Storytelling 
The term interactive storytelling describes a type of action between the user or player 
towards a story contained in a certain medium. It offers two prominent definitions, 
depending on which professional from which field is asked. Crawford describes a product 
that delivers interactive storytelling as follows: 

““I call it an “interactive storyworld.” It’s a universe that contains all the 
dramatic elements the author wants the player to be able to interact with. A 
single traversal of this storyworld yields a story. A good storyworld is rich 
enough to permit many different and interesting traversals” (Crawford, 
2013). 

The other popular definition is that interactive storytelling describes a process in video 
games in which the player is given the ability to change or create stories themselves through 
interaction with the game. This, however, poses a close to impossible task as interaction and 
story work against each other, as specialist in the field Costikyan explains: 

“Creating a “storytelling game” (or a story with game elements) is attempting 
to square the circle, trying to invent a synthesis between the antitheses of 
game and story. Precisely because the two things--game and story--stand in 
opposition, the space that lies between them has produced a ferment of 
interesting game-story hybrids. And yet the fact remains: game and story are 
in opposition, and any compromise between the two must struggle to be 
successful” (Costikyan, 2000). 

This is further backed by specific research on this definition of interactive storytelling: 

“Creating an interactive story for a video game is a compromise between 
narration and interaction since a greater extend of one will result in a lower 
presence of the other. Through the project it became clear that the easiest 
and probably most effective way of making the story in a game seems 
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interactive, is by creating the illusion of actual interaction with the storyline” 
(Larsen, Kristian, Hansen, Daugaard, & Boriis, 2008). 

Although the definition is different, ultimately the result remains the same. Interactive 
storytelling lets the user of the given medium interact with a prefabricated world that 
contains all the elements and twists to a story while giving putting him under the impression 
to have an actual impact on the events. Examples of one such interactive medium are 
generally referred to as video games.  

 

2.1.5 Digital Role-playing game 
When referring to a digital role-playing game it means a specific genre of play within the 
video game industry. Players take the role of either a predefined character or a customizable 
avatar to experience a narrative told through their eyes. In the course of this narrative 
players can take predefined courses of action to potentially change and advance outcomes in 
the story by completing objectives. Characteristic for this genre are exploring-, puzzle- and 
battle-mechanics, all of which can vary greatly in their execution depending on the respective 
game. Prominent examples are the Dragon Quest (Square Enix, 1986 - 2017), Final Fantasy 
(Square Enix, 1987 - 2016) or The Elder Scrolls (Bethesda Softworks, 1994 - 2017) franchises 
among countless others. 
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2.2 Kanji learning 
Having clarified the relevant terms to this work, next will be covered what kind of methods 
learners have at their disposal for learning kanji. 

As a first step, the Japanese system of learning kanji has been explored and proven why this 
system is not adequately usable for the second level language learner.  

2.2.1 The Japanese order of learning kanji 
Japanese school children start to learn kanji actively in the first grade of primary school. 
They are, however, passively confronted with them at any given time – looking at books, 
walking in the streets, watching television et cetera. Therefore they are already considered to 
be something familiar, contrary to the second level learner who is not living in Japan. The 
Japanese start by learning the more frequent and easy to understand kanji first. Learning 
methods employed here are very common and also employed in university or language 
schools for a second level learner. They will be covered in detail in the next chapter. 

Primary school in Japan takes place over a span of 6 years in which 1,006 kanji are taught. 
The next 3 years of middle school feature the remaining 1,130 kanji. Their order goes up by 
difficulty of concept, rather than recognizability – kanji with easily comprehendible 
meanings can have difficult pictographs and vice versa. For example we can have a rather 

complex character for the word “key”: 鍵, while having a rather simple character for an 

abstract concept like “mind/spirit”: 心.  

For the second level learner however, the core problem remains to be recognizability, and as 
such the difficulty in kanji recognition should rather rise steadily instead of changing 
abruptly to benefit concept difficulty. Consequently, using the order issued by the Japanese 
government of education is not recommended for the second level learner. Ignoring this 
order may set up the learner to naturally build up primitive elements in sequence to ease 
recognizability by using them as signposts. This serves as an advanced learning method and 
will be covered in more detail in chapter 2.2.3.  

2.2.2 Learning methods 
When it comes to actual learning methods, there is not much leeway in what students and 
teachers can use, given the “simplicity” of the task.  

	  

Direct	  learning	  method	  –	  memorization	  

Instructors and students alike agree that memorization, or rote learning, is the most effective 
way of learning kanji (Mori & Shimizu, 2007) (Shimizu & Green, 2002). Based on repetition, 
they have the choice between two methods: 

Repetition by producing 

Kanji are written down many of times and its meaning and stroke order learned by heart, for 
as long as it need be until it is remembered and replicable by the learners. 
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Repetition by recognition 

The learner can use flash cards to try and recognize a specific kanji’s meaning by only 
looking at them. The front features the kanji, the back side features the prominent meaning 
and important readings. Additional information on radicals, vocabulary and stroke order 
may also be present. Results are still only achieved through repetition, until a kanji is fully 
memorized.  

 
Figure	  2:	  Flash	  card	  learning	  

 

Complementary	  learning	  methods	  

By themselves the following strategies are not enough to provide the learner with all the 
knowledge needed to attain, but they do complement memorization by providing valuable 
hints to remember meaning and/or reading. 

Key method 

Kanji may be grouped by either radicals or certain primitives. A radical usually dictates the 
direction of the meaning. Primitives can do this too while ignoring the actual radical, which 
can make it necessary to remember this detail for each kanji respectively.  

One consistent example is with the kanji for moon, 月. When standing on the left side of a 
kanji, usually as a radical, it assumes the meaning of flesh, and more generally speaking a 
part of the biological body. Like in the example above for stomach 腹, this also holds true for 
eye 眼, arm 腕, skin 肌, limb肢, brain 脳 and many more.  

Certain primitives can also hold information on pronunciation as they share the same on-
yomi across different kanji. For example, 長 is the kanji for “long”, its on-yomi being CHOU. 
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This is the same for the following kanji, containing 長 as a primitive: 張, 帳, 脹, 萇.  Being 
able to use the same information for multiple kanji and identifying them by this key 
information has coined the name of this method.  

Vocabulary 

As the learner is making progress in the language and continuing to build vocabulary they 
may do so by adding new kanji as they encounter them when reading. Instead of getting to 
know kanji without context, this method has a more practical approach to it and helps 
getting used to kanji in their natural setting. 

Mnemonics 

Additionally, the learner may use their creativity to create mnemonics in order to figure out 
meanings and readings. On what they rely may differ greatly – short stories, visual cues, 
details when writing, personal memories and the likes all can be successfully applied.  

Applications 

As there are countless apps on smart devices that promote language learning, there are also 
variants that specify on kanji, two prominent ones being Anki and Memrise. They employ 
flash card mechanics and the time intervals in which a card can appear is chosen by the app 
through certain algorithms in combination with whether the user’s answer was correct or 
not. They feature a database of user-generated content to choose from or allow to make 
decks by oneself.  

2.2.3 Advanced learning method by Heisig 
James W. Heisig is a professor and permanent research fellow at the Nanzan Institute for 
Religion and Culture in Nagoya, Japan. In 1977 he first published his series of books called 
Remembering the Kanji which focuses only on the task of learning over three books. It is 
now at its sixth edition, lastly republished in 2011, with adjustments to all the general-use 
kanji made by the Japanese ministry of education. In book one he concentrates solely on 
learning of the meanings and introduces the reader to an improved order of kanji, building 
upon themselves through smart grouping by primitive elements (2011). Skipping the 
readings until book two and three, however, has been a great point of criticism and 
considered inefficient, but the general reception of his work is still well received.  

Heisig (2011) presents the learner with a well-organized sequence of kanji, whose rising 
difficulty is determined by recognizability and with the bonus of becoming able to use them 
as building blocks for future kanji while at the same time revising those already learned. In 
order to efficiently learn these blocks, short mnemonic stories are provided, which at times, 
may build upon themselves across multiple kanji as well. For one such example the kanji for 
stomach shall be once more explored: 

腹	  meaning: abdomen, stomach 

It consists of four primitive elements:  

月(moon, flesh) 𠂉 (reclining, lie down) 日(sun, day)  夂 (walking legs) 
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Heisig’s mnemonic for remembering this kanji assumes the learner already know the 
preceding primitives, in this case the combination of lie down, day and walking legs. Its 
meaning is “double back”. The primitive depicts someone doubling back to the nearest inn to 
lie down and rest a weary pair of walking legs after a full day’s voyage (2011). 
 
Now, going on and adding the part of moon, or flesh: “if we were to double back (fold over) a 
human, the part of the body where the crease would come is the stomach” (Heisig, 2011). And 
just like this the meaning of the kanji was ascertained by looking only at the core parts of a 
kanji. It is possible to break down any kanji by its radical and primitives, which are more 
easily remembered just by the sheer amount of how often they appear. There are 214 radicals 
in total in the Japanese language and they can make up the 2,136 different general-use kanji. 
Primitive elements correspond directly to the radicals and there is always the option for the 
learner to add or remove some, if they so wish. 
 
While stories for all primitives and almost all kanji are provided in the beginning, at later 
stages mostly the primitives that make up a kanji will be provided and it is up to the learner 
to make their own mnemonics. Book 2 then proceeds to illustrate readings through methods 
like the key method (Heisig calls them signal primitives, 2011) and giving relevant 
vocabulary. Book 3 adds another 1,000 non general-use kanji to the list by utilizing the same 
methods used in books 1 & 2. These provide a sufficient background for an advanced level of 
reading and writing, for example required in academia.  

As for actual results of this quite different way, studies have been conducted and show that 
mnemonic strategies were indeed beneficial to learning, but could also limit the learner 
when used exclusively: 

“While this study warns against the shortcomings of a mnemonic approach, it 
does concur with previous studies that show mnemonics to be a useful 
strategy for students of Japanese (e.g. Lu et al., 1999, Toyoda, 1998), but 
qualifies this finding by arguing that it is only useful when meaningful 
associations can be made, which trigger both the meaning and the reading of 
the kanji” (Rose, 2013). 

For the learner of not only kanji, but the Japanese language as a whole this concurs with the 
criticism of not including the readings of a kanji into book 1 and possibly linking them with 
the mnemonics. This requires the reader to learn the general-use kanji two separate times, 
once for their meaning and once for their readings. However, Heisig (2011) argues that the 
aim of book 1 is to mainly aid the beginning learner and to help the advanced learner relieve 
some of their frustration of forgetting kanji many times over while also systematizing what 
they may already know. Therefore, to keep it as easy and motivating as possible he 
intentionally chose to not include readings until book 2. Also, his order of kanji is 
significantly more beneficial for the second level learner than the order issued by the 
Japanese ministry of education (2011).  

Concluding, for the serious student of Japanese the mnemonic-only method used for book 1 
will not suffice, but will need additional sources, be it an online dictionary, textbook or 
simply book 2 of the same series. The suggested order of kanji however may safely be 
employed, as it provides a clear path.  Since learners also often use multiple learning 
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strategies at the same time (Rose, 2013), Heisig’s (2011) Remembering the Kanji 1 works 
exceptionally well as a complementary method. For the new learner, be it a university or 
language course or by oneself, it can work as a main method of learning in the beginning 
stages. It helps paving the way to overcome the worry of being faced with 2,136 new 
characters, while being as accessible as possible and providing helpful means for early and 
later stages of learning kanji. 

 

Now with all these learning methods in mind, what if one were to combine them into one 
single product to ease learning even further and make kanji even more accessible?  

2.2.4 Going further beyond 
How would it be possible to increase accessibility for learning kanji even further? Heisig’s 
Remembering The Kanji provides a clear concept that works: using mnemonic short stories 
with a foundation of primitive elements. Sometimes they feature a connection across 
characters. Taking this concept as inspiration, how would it affect the learner if the aspect of 
connecting would be focused and kanji would be packed into one coherent and meaningful 
narrative? Additionally other learning methods would be included into the same product to 
create a learning environment that is closer to how students actually study. Having them 
perform actions similar to writing up kanji or looking at them repeatedly while presenting 
them with a compelling story, all within one medium would have been hardly conceivable 
when Heisig wrote his first edition of Remembering The Kanji in 1977. But in today’s day 
and age there is a powerful tool at our disposal, able to complete all these tasks in one fell 
swoop – interactive storytelling. According to specialists in this field, the medium for this 
tool is video games. Games have the innate ability to communicate knowledge through their 
story and core game mechanics while being intrinsically motivating; we play to get invested 
and have fun. Therefore, in order to create a coherent, interactive story with an emphasis on 
learning an insight will be given at how learning games should tackle this. 

2.2.5 Learning Games 
Over the years the potential for successful learning has been proven beyond a doubt. And 
whether or not being deemed a learning game, every game is a learning experience by itself 
as it needs to teach the player how to play it. Games which are highly complex therefore need 
to be all the more elaborate in teaching its mechanics to be commercially successful. And 
indeed, successful games have been found to incorporate learning strategies that are strongly 
supported by research in cognitive science (Gee, 2003). 

Interestingly enough, past educational games that are specifically designed to make their 
players learn only partly incorporate pedagogically founded learning strategies, as Kebritchi 
and Hirumi (2008) have found out. They have meticulously analyzed 55 carefully chosen 
educational games from 2000 until 2007, out of which only 24 persisted to have actual 
pedagogical foundations (the remaining 31 were using basic drill and practice methods). 
Through extensive research and review of literature and games they were able to deduct five 
basic categories of learning strategies that feature direct, experiential, discovery, situated 
and constructivist approaches, all of which are explained in detail and how games utilized 
them. (Kebritchi & Hirumi, 2008) The areas of application for these strategies differ and details 
of relevant strategies will be further explained when discussing how to implement kanji 
learning in game design in chapter 4.  
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Looking at past educational games that promote kanji learning, for example “Kanji no 
Owari“ (Sekai Project, 2016), “Slime Forest Adventure” (Darrell Johnson, 2017) or “Tadashii 
Kanji Kakitorikun Kanken” (Jupiter, 2007), it is apparent that neither are using learning 
strategies other than basic reviewing. And unfortunately that is all the market has to offer up 
to this point. “Koe” is a general Japanese learning game still early in development, but it 
promotes itself as narrative-driven and using research based on communicative language 
learning and explicitly stating not to be a simple learning application (Strawberry Games 
Limited, 2017). Whether or not specific kanji learning strategies will be employed can not be 
asserted at this point in time, but with the release of Koe in the future it is worth keeping an 
eye out for. 

Koe states on its website to be a full-fledged game and thereby makes a point worth pointing 
out: an integral part of non-learning and learning games alike are that they are a form of 
entertainment, we enjoy spending time with them and want to have fun. Researchers in the 
field agree that having fun with a game is the most important aspect of creating a learning 
game, too (Isbister, Flanagan, & Hash, 2010).	  These games need to motivate the player to keep 
going. A too simple game with non-engaging interaction is not beneficial for enjoyment or 
sales, and adding learning contents will not change that. So first and foremost it needs to be 
made sure to keep the game engaging and fun while implementing learning contents in a 
meaningful way. What design efforts can be made to keep such an engagement? 

Isbister et al. (2010) researched on exactly this matter, and while going too deep into the 
actual development of games would certainly go beyond this work the findings most relevant 
will be covered.  

As mentioned, they reference fun as an integral design value (Isbister, Flanagan, & Hash, 
2010). What is fun about playing a game? The sense of achievement you feel when 
overcoming a difficult stage, the gameplay mechanics, the characters, the presentation, the 
art, the controls, the cinematics, the story, the immersion, the world, et cetera, et cetera – 
anything can work as different tastes may apply. But another explicitly mentioned value in 
this context is polish and how a meticulously crafted product can “make or break the fun”. 
It also needs to be understood that games already always created a powerfully effective 
learning environment, even if only to learn its own game mechanics and how to beat it. 
This even transfers over to human interaction, when we see how massive multiplayer games 
can enhance collaborative action and specialization. Additionally, a game is able to 
make players see through the eyes of a fictional character, living through certain scenarios 
and situations and establishing further emotional engagement, also potentially making 
difficult concepts more tangible. The last key value is, considering the learning we want to 
promote, possibly the most critical one: knowledge presentation throughout the game 
and how the player can experience exploration of said knowledge. James Paul Gee further 
elaborates:  

“Good games give information “on demand” and “just in time”. […] System 
Shock 2, for instance, spreads, throughout the game, the sort of information 
typically found in a manual. […] People are quite poor at understanding and 
remembering information they have received out of context or too long 
before they can make use of it [Barsalou 1999; Brown et al. 1989; Glenberg 
and Robertson 1999]” (Gee, 2003). 
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Gee (2003) proceeds to describe how motivation comes from a do-able challenge, from 
something that is pleasantly frustrating and will keep the player on improving with his 
newfound knowledge. While deepening his understanding and wanting to explore more, we 
must provide him with the option to obtain and slowly build this knowledge. As long as he 
feels rewarded for clearing his (learning) goals, he will keep striving. An actual practice of 
this concept is found in many games from the first days of home console gaming. Super 
Mario Bros. (Nintendo, 1985) confronts the player in the first level with easy-to-dodge 
enemies to learn their pattern, simple walls to jump over and finally one, small pit to apply 
the jump mechanics to not lose a life and to clear the level. As the player progresses pits 
become larger and enemies might be lurking that require the player to wait for the right 
timing to make the jump. This method of initial levels working as hidden tutorials is an 
excellent way of conveying knowledge in a meaningful and rewarding way (Gee, 2003). 
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3 Problem 
Learning Kanji has been and continues to be a major problem for beginning learners of 
Japanese. Learners often feel that success in kanji learning requires special abilities, like 
innate abilities or additional information-processing skills beyond those required to learn 
alphabets and this subsequently may lead them to attribute their unsuccessful learning 
experience to lack of ability rather than to lack of effort. (Mori & Shimizu, 2007) Such special 
abilities are of course not required, but if this misbelief were to be cleared up while guiding 
learners to a multitude of what have been identified as successful learning methods, they 
may feel relieved or like they will come to know special kanji methods resulting in an 
increase in their learning motivation while also equipping them with valuable tools for 
learning. Heisig’s Remembering The Kanji (2011) provides a critically acclaimed system of 
learning by utilizing mnemonic short stories, ordering kanji by topics and most importantly 
have them be built up by themselves through the use of primitive elements. This is a method 
mainly designed for the beginning learner but can also be used as a complementary tool for 
advanced learners.  

Taking this method as an inspiration, I argue that putting together kanji into one big 
mnemonic as a coherent story with different narratives further engages the learner. By using 
interactive storytelling and therefore a digital game as a means for this task, I also argue that 
providing the learner with the available kanji learning methods through this game and 
making them learn through gameplay teaches them the meanings of featured kanji and 
increase their capability for future learning.  

When exploring previous kanji games that revolve around learning, it was apparent that 
their main gameplay did in fact not feature learning or learning strategies, but only revising 
of the characters. Therefore, design of gameplay centered around actual learning was 
deducted from the theoretical background and will be described in chapter 4. The main 
target audience remains the same as for Remembering The Kanji (1977) – the beginning 
learner. The goal was to equip them more with methods than mnemonic memorization and 
fully utilize the innate tools of learning games to achieve learning success, prepare them for 
learning of all 2,136 general-use kanji and in the ideal case generate intrinsic motivation for 
the learning experience. Concluding, the research questions this work examines is:  

 

How can an interactive storytelling game provide the beginning learner of 
Japanese kanji with their successful foundations of learning? 

 

How can an interactive storytelling game provide the beginning learner of 
Japanese kanji with the meanings of kanji? 
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Method 
As a research approach for this project a prototype of an interactive storytelling learning 
game was created and used. Previously mentioned pedagogical foundations and effective 
learning strategies were synthesized with critical design choices of game development to 
provide an extensive learning experience for the player and possibly become a scaffold for 
future kanji learning games. This prototype was then be tested by: people with no learning 
background, beginner to advanced level learners and teachers of Japanese / Japanese 
Studies. To gain rich insights into their experiences and thoughts when playing the prototype 
game, and to find answers for the previously established research question a qualitative 
approach was utilized. As Bryman (2008) describes, contrary to a quantitative approach 
where quantification in the collection and analysis of data is sought, instead very 
contextualized data from interviewees with different backgrounds is sought and the learning 
experience tried to be seen through their eyes. The players feedback could also be valuable to 
further improve how gameplay mechanics is implemented in accordance with the learning 
strategies and how players pick up on them. For this reason a semi-structured interview was 
the optimal choice of social research, as it puts “emphasis on how the interviewee frames and 
understands issues and events – that is, what the interviewee views as important in 
explaining and understanding events, patterns and forms of behavior” (Bryman, 2008). The 
advantage of an interview guide will also be used to address important topics but without 
limiting the interviewee in their choices of answering (Bryman, 2008). Conducting multiple 
interviews with one interviewee is also possible through this method and was conducted in 
this research before and after testing the prototype to ensure if kanji learning and method 
learning happened. 
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4 Working research into method prototype 
In previous chapters a prototype for an interactive storytelling learning experience was 
proposed in order to efficiently supply the beginning learner of Japanese kanji with the 
learning foundations as well as meanings of kanji. Following will be described in-depth how 
research results of kanji learning and learning games were implemented and combined in an 
attempt to create a rich learning experience. This prototype can also be downloaded through 
the following link: 

http://www.mediafire.com/file/y0qiza5tdrijj6i/Output_windows3.zip/file  

4.1 Choice of genre 
Learning kanji can be supplemented by various methods (described in detail in chapter 2). 
They stand alone and work well with one another but through interactive storytelling they 
could be brought together in one medium in an effort to create a more accessible learning 
environment, based on Heisig’s (2011) learning approach. The general scope of application 
for kanji is the everyday life, encompassing simple but also more elaborated concepts. 
Therefore, when trying to create a learning experience, the same criteria should apply. 
Interactive storytelling uses digital games as its medium, in which different but limited 
genres of play have manifested themselves over the past decades. All genres offer 
appropriate elements but to integrate as many kanji as possible into an interactive narrative, 
one genre is especially suitable: the role-playing game. It offers the possibility for a great 
variety of topics and concepts to be explored without feeling drawn-out or too vast. Innate 
gameplay elements for this genre include puzzle-solving, battle and narrative, all of which 
can be advantageously used to integrate kanji. For the next step, engines to create such a 
role-playing game were explored. 

4.2 Choice of engine 
Game engines help with the developing of video games by supplying basic programming 
logic, like physics. Using them as a basis reduces work load and benefits working efficiently. 
Among them, popular choices are for example Havok (Havok, 2017) or Unity (Unity 
Technologies, 2018), both powerful and complex tools for creating two-dimensional and 
three-dimensional games. However in order to fully make use of their assets, elaborate 
preparation and knowledge is required. Reducing complexity significantly for the purpose of 
efficient prototyping was sought and in such, using one of the simplest engines, Game 
Maker: Studio (YoYo Games Ltd., 2013-2018) was eligible. For the price of only being 
applicable to two-dimensional games it provides an even greater set of basic logic to the 
point where not even programming skills are required and implementation of game logic is 
efficient. The only requirement is game art, the creation of which remains to be a time-
consuming task which can still be omitted by cutting down in complexity even further. An 
engine that provides a large library of game art and animations that works together with its 
mostly predefined logic is RPG Maker (Kadokawa Corporation, 2018). As Game Maker, it does 
not require programming as a necessary skill, speaking for its simplicity and efficiency in 
creating games. It is not, however, as configurable as Game Maker but if need be 
functionality can be extended by yet another library of plug-ins. For examining the research 
questions through a prototype RPG Maker’s functionality was not only sufficient but the 
most efficient compared to other game engines and was therefore chosen as the development 



 17 

tool for this prototype. An idea of how to integrate previously covered kanji learning and 
game learning research into gameplay by using the at this point latest version of RPG Maker 
(MV 1.5.0) follows.  

4.3 Integrating research results into gameplay 
As described in chapter 2.5, games have the innate ability to teach their core game 
mechanics to the player. Therefore I propose, using this principle by utilizing kanji teaches 
the player not only how to play through the game but also how to remember kanji and their 
learning.  

4.3.1 General Outline 
In traditional successful role-playing franchises like Dragon Quest or Final Fantasy, 
characters can usually employ supernatural skills, most commonly in the form of magic or 
something akin to magic. In replacing this supernatural skill with kanji, the player can then 
use kanji to have an impact on the game’s world. The foundation for this skill is completely 
based on Heisig’s approach for learning kanji: building kanji out of their most simple parts,  
radicals and primitive elements while also introducing them slowly and have their meanings 
build up on one another to feature a logical connection whenever possible.  

An example: the radical for 亅(walking stick) is used to create the kanji for 水 (water). Next 

up to introduce will be radicals that can build upon 水 (water). The radicals 丶 (drop) and 

日 (sun) are feasible choices. Together they build the kanji 白 (white). Water and White can 

also function as radicals and when combined will spell 泉 (fountain). A radical that can build 

upon fountain is 厂 (cliff), forming 原 (meadow). Introducing new kanji and radicals like so, 
while also presenting them in a meaningful context of the game’s narrative is proposed to 
give way for a successful learning experience while also building up for the important do-able 
challenge, that Gee (2003) describes. 

To strengthen emotional bonding and engagement of the player, the idea of putting the main 
character in the same situation as the learner was conceived: one in which he hardly knows 
anything about kanji and has to face similar struggles as the learner. Over the course of the 
narrative he will slowly come to know kanji and will feel more comfortable with them than at 
the beginning. On this journey other game characters like family members, teacher figures 
and various non-player characters advance kanji progress and introduce new radicals, kanji 
and learning strategies.  
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Figure	  3:	  Encouragement	  via	  characters	  

For the purpose of being able to properly test the prototype and evaluate its results it was 
kept intentionally short, featuring a play time of maximal 30 minutes. If it were a full-fledged 
game, this prototype could be compared to the prologue chapter – an easy, motivating 
chapter that teaches the most important basics and first characters of a game. The goal is to 
not overload the player, but feature enough content to get him invested. For this reason, 
from the choices of learning strategies only the most effective ones, repetition by producing 
and repetition by recognition, and one supplementary strategy, mnemonics, were integrated. 
For a full version, integrating all available learning methods over the course of progression 
would be recommended.  

The overall number of included kanji and radicals is limited, but also includes more content 
than a usual learning session. This is done in order to test how many kanji the learner could 
remember after the session is concluded and also to give them the opportunity to explore 
(compare integral design values of learning games in chapter 2.5) the game’s world and to be 
able to get rewarded by more special skills / kanji. Speaking from personal experience at the 
university of Vienna, a usual learning session featured roughly 10 new kanji per 30 minutes. 
Many kanji that appear in the beginning phases of learning which also show potential for 
storytelling can revolve around the kanji for water and were therefore be used. Building up 
kanji while sticking to a general topic like water complies with Heisig’s learning methods as 
well. 

4.3.2 Kanji gameplay 
To directly integrate Kanji into gameplay the idea of using their respective meanings as a 
way of action was conceived.  
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Figure	  4:	  Kanji	  skill	  explanation	  in-‐game	  

Figure 4 shows an in-game explanation of how the skill / magic of kanji has manifested itself 
in its world and how its people can make use of it. Taking the kanji 水 (water) as an example, 
the player can create a small body of water when invoking it. This body of water is 
subsequently a tool to interact with people and events.  

 

Figure	  5:	  Invoking	  水 (water)	  

The process of invoking kanji follows Heisig’s example of using radicals as a basis.  
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As 水 (water) needs the radical亅(walking stick), the player first has to invoke亅(walking 

stick) before becoming able to invoke 水 (water), much like in the process of writing the 
kanji as a form of repetition by producing (chapter 2.3). At first it was considered to map 
certain buttons of the keyboard to certain radicals, however due to RPG Maker’s limitations 
this mechanics was replaced by showing the received radicals constantly on-screen and turn 
them into interactive buttons, clickable by a mouse. This also encourages repetition by 
recognition heavily, as their meaning will not be displayed with them but rather only 
explained in a glossary function, if the player needs to look it up.  

 

Figure	  6:	  Displaying	  meaning	  of	  kanji	  if	  used	  correctly	  

A kanji’s meaning on the other side will appear on top of the screen if the player has used the 
correct kanji for a given situation to receive immediate feedback of success (figure 6). 
Likewise, if a wrong kanji is used, its meaning will not be displayed – comparable to how 
students would only receive points in a test for using the correct kanji. 

Once invoked their tint changes to indicate invocation. If clicked again the invocation will be 
revoked, as will the tint.  
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Figure	  7:	  Invocation	  Process	  

As some radicals like亅(walking stick) do not appear by themselves in the written language 
but only ever as part of another kanji, similarly they also do not feature a distinct action but 
only serve to invoke other kanji when they are used (figure 7).  

 

Figure	  8:	  Invocation	  Process	  2	  

To invoke a certain kanji the player must choose its corresponding parts: to build 泉

(fountain), he must invoke 水 (water) and 白 (white) as a radical first, as depicted in figure 
8. When the correct parts have been invoked, the kanji will appear on screen (without its 
meaning displayed as well) and become clickable. Once clicked, its effects will be activated, it 
will disappear from the screen and all radicals will be reset. Should the player invoke a 
radical that does not belong to a kanji, that kanji will not appear or be erased from the screen 
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if it was invoked correctly before. This is done in order to encourage correct building of the 
kanji. Figure 8 also shows the building of the kanji 氷 (ice) and how once clickable kanji are 
not present if wrong parts have been chosen.  

Kanji will also only appear, if they have been explained to the player character before – the 
player is not able to invoke unknown kanji, even if they have all the necessary parts to build 
it. The meaning has to be taught before it can be used in order to create a more realistic 
learning environment. As shown in figure 4, in-game lore also states that the effect of the 
kanji power can only be manifested if: the person using it has a clear image of the thing they 
want to change in mind but also has a strong association in the form of the kanji itself. 

 

Figure	  9:	  Glossary	  

Once explained, respective kanji will become usable. It is likely that the player forgets 
meanings of radicals or kanji or on how to build them, which is why a detailed glossary was 
included into the game’s functions, as depicted in figure 9. For every kanji it includes: 
meaning, radical (kanji always feature one certain radical after which they are sorted in 
dictionaries), parts that make it up, the context in which it was received and its mnemonic 
(example 泉 (fountain): as it is made out of 水 (water) and 白 (white), it can be helpful to 
remember the white foam on top of the water in a fountain).  



 23 

 

Figure	  10:	  Quest	  Journal	  

To help the player keep track of their progress, a quest journal was included that also gives 
them hints on where to go next in order to progress the story.  
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4.3.3 Precise Game Outline 
After outlining a basic story with the specified needs a total of 16 kanji and radicals could be 
integrated directly into the events of the game, out of which 11 are required to complete the 
main story and leaving 5 for optional exploration. Both main learning methods through 
repetition, or memorization, as well as one supplementary learning method through 
mnemonics are present and directly referred to, all of which using Heisig’s (2011) approach 
as a basis. 

Required radicals:  Walking Stick 亅, Drop 丶, Water 水, Sun 日, White 白, Cliff 厂,  
   Water 氵 

Required kanji: Water 水, Sun 日, White 白, Fountain 泉, Ice 氷, Meadow 原, Swim 泳 

Optional radicals: Mouth 口, One 一  

Optional kanji: Mouth 口, One 一,  Seek 求, Stream 河, What 何 

The order in which the required kanji and radicals appear is as follows:  
Walking Stick 亅, Water 水, Drop 丶, Sun 日, White 白, Fountain 泉, Ice 氷, Cliff 厂,  
Meadow 原, Water 氵, Swim 泳 

This complies with introducing kanji as well as gameplay at a rising difficulty, as described in 
chapter 2. Isbister, Flanagan & Hash (2010) also put emphasis on promoting exploration of 
content, which is the reason for optional kanji and radicals. They can be received in any 
order, only after having received 泳 (swim) to ensure that basic kanji knowledge has been 
established and solidified. As Gee (2003) describes, information needs to be presented just 
in time and on demand. Therefore kanji information is not given at the beginning of the 
game but whenever the need for it arises or when the player wants to look it up through the 
dictionary function.  

The story was kept very simple to not take away too much attention from the learning 
aspects and plays out as follows: 

A direct entry puts the player in the shoes of the main character, whose name is Mizuru. He 
is in the same situation as the prospective learner in that he does not know kanji, although it 
is implied that he at least knew the kanji for water at some point. He is found in what seems 
to be an everyday situation – sitting on a bench near a pond with his grandfather Xander 
who fell asleep. To not prolong dialogue and fatigue the player, generally there are no details 
on the situation of the characters explicitly given.  

Mizuru can be seen trying out his kanji power, but does not seem to be able to. He 
remembers an abstract mnemonic to throw the walking stick of Xander into the nearby pond 
to re-learn the kanji for water. This introduces the player to the first radical 亅(walking stick) 
and kanji 水 (water) and also to the idea of mnemonics in general. The art is provided 
through assets of RPG Maker from which a classical fantasy village in the mountains has 
been chosen in accordance with the appearing kanji. 
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Figure	  11:	  Introduction	  to	  水 	  

The first objective for the player is to get the walking stick out of the pond through the use of 
kanji – a simple, yet meaningful task. As Mizuru does not know any other kanji, he needs to 
ask for help. For this purpose a character who is well versed with kanji has been created. As 
kanji are a fixed component of this fictional world, their importance for the everyday life can 
be depicted a school in the village that teaches kanji among other subjects. The school’s 
professor is then consequently the well versed character Mizuru needs. His first objective is 
to look for him and this gives the player the chance to explore the game’s world. Characters 
as well as the quest journal will help them find their way. 

 

Figure	  12:	  Navigation	  
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While the player explores the village he will eventually find the professor, who asks for the 
first player interaction to produce kanji. 

 

Figure	  13:	  First	  interaction	  

After completion, the professor proceeds to tell Mizuru the first basic learning principles, 
before moving on to introducing the radicals 丶(drop) and 日 (sun) to build 白 (white) and 
eventually build 泉 (fountain) while also providing a mnemonic to deduce fountain by its 
parts.  

 

Figure	  14:	  Basic	  learning	  principles	  
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Figure	  15:	  Fountain	  mnemonic	  

The characters are generally friendly with each other and so is their interaction although 
Mizuru and Xander feature a cynical personality to spice up dialogues with the intention of 
relaxing the learning conversation and appeal to the fun aspect of games. Following is an 
example, more key moments of dialogue can be found in the appendix. 

 

Figure	  16:	  Example	  of	  dialogue	  

At this point the professor will explain the dictionary function and how to look up kanji in 
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the game. The player can now also retrieve Xander’s walking stick through their newly 
acquired kanji. When the player has to interact with something else than a person, it is  
highlighted with a glint.  

 

Figure	  17:	  Interaction	  glint	  

Retrieving Xander’s walking stick wakes him up in the process and he notices Mizuru used 
his mnemonic for learning 水 (water), and continues to motivate the player to use whatever 
mnemonic they can think of to remember kanji. He asks Mizuru to fetch him a specialty from 
a wild creature with the help of his water kanji in a forest outside the village, which is going 
to be the next main objective. He also introduces the idea of side quests by encouraging to 
aid villagers in need of help, recognizable by sparkles around them. 
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Figure	  18:	  Side	  quest	  explanation	  

Although the player can access the correct area, a river blocks him from progressing to the 
location of the creature, promoting more exploration of the world in order to figure out what 
to do next.  

 

Figure	  19:	  Blockade	  

Upon entering the northern area in the village, a villager in peril can be found who has fallen 
through a hole and who is the only lead the player can follow. Once they enter the hole there 
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will be another prompt for using kanji, as it is pitch-black inside. The correct kanji to use is 
日 (sun) to brighten up the darkness and find a way out. If players cannot figure this out on 
their own, a help message will be displayed after 30 seconds to check on the dictionary. Once 
the villager has been found, the player has to escort him back to the village by helping him 
cross a river, as he can not swim. The villager then provides an indirect hint to combine 丶
(drop) and 水 (water) to spell 氷 (ice). This is done indirectly to create variety in picking up 
kanji. With the power of ice the water of the river can be frozen into a path to advance to the 
next area which features a meagre cliff. To expand on the idea of having magical power in 
this world, a fairy will be awaiting the player on top of the cliff. She too needs their help by 
asking to restore the meadow on her cliff. She teaches the radical 厂 (cliff) and gives a direct 
hint to combine 泉 (fountain) and 厂 (cliff) to produce 原 (meadow). After helping her out, 
she helps Mizuru and the villager to descend from the mountain and place them at a 
different foot of the mountain, where another, bigger part of the river separates them from 
finally getting back to the village. After trying to freeze the river again it is made apparent the 
abilities of Mizuru are not enough to freeze a path to the other side of the river. It is implied 
that when he uses kanji more he will get used to kanji more, strengthening his ability.  

 

Figure	  20:	  Ability	  limit	  

In the course of this the professor will show up again and teach the ability to swim via kanji 
to get back to the village. Again, only one more radical, 氵(abbreviated version of water) is 
required to produce 泳 (swim) and only using it on the villager will enable the player go back 
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themselves. On their way back they encounter their first side quest: a similar situation to the 
cliff, where 原 (meadow) can be used on a meagre area. Players can also just walk by and 
continue the main quest. Now with a greater selection of kanji unlocked, three side quests in 
total have been unlocked, again recognizable by sparkles at their location.  

 

Figure	  21:	  Side	  quest,	  recognizable	  by	  sparkles	  

As the power of ice now enables the player to cross rivers, they can return to the forest and 
continue the once impassable path of the main quest. Behind the river hides the sought-for 
creature and once the player uses 水 (water) on it, its specialty will be received. They can 
return to Xander to deliver it and complete the main quest arc of the game, after which a 
“congratulations” message will be displayed. 
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Figure	  22:	  Congratulations	  message	  

Players can then choose to end the game or continue and look for the three optional kanji, 
adding up to a total of twelve kanji (out of which 3 are only used as radicals but are in theory 
also considered kanji, although the player can not use them to interact with anything).  

The kanji 何 (what) is directly found and seen in the village, does not require further radicals 
and should promote trying out radicals and building a kanji without exactly knowing all the 
parts – this will be the only time a kanji can be invoked without having to choose all of the 
correct radicals, but rather only a part of the correct radicals (亅walking stick plus 口 mouth 
or 一 one).  

Another side quest takes place in the village’s eatery where the player is asked to find the 
partner of a visitor, who got lost in the village, as the kanji for “seek” too only needs one 
additional radical to be taught. The radical 一 (one) will in the process be taught by the 
villager to build 求 (seek), so it can be invoked on the lost person to seek his partner. This 
lost person can be noticed from the beginning of the game and stands out by first answering 
in a different language.   

The last kanji can be obtained by first turning the meagre land outside the village into a 
meadow which triggers another fairy who asks to restore a river. He provides one of the 
necessary radicals 口 (mouth), but also needs 一 (one). If the player has not yet encountered 
一 (one) he will tell them to come back once they found it. 氵(water), 亅(walking stick), 口 
(mouth) and 一 (one) will be required for 河 (river), making it the most difficult kanji to 
build with four different radicals, also needing the up until now not so common variant of 
water.  

The player can then use the dictionary to look up if all twelve kanji have been found. If they 
chose to complete the side quests before completing the main quest, a different 
“congratulations” message will be displayed. 
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Figure	  23:	  Alternate	  congratulations	  message	  

To find answers for the research questions, before starting the game and after completing it, 
interviews have been conducted and will be described in detail in the next chapter.  
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5 Results & Analysis  
The results from subjects play-testing the game will be explored in-depth in the following 
chapter, starting with describing how interviews looked like and what participants said about 
it before analyzing their data.  

5.1 Interview description 
To gain rich insights into how interviewees experience and understand the events of the 
prototype but also to address important topics without limiting them in their choice of 
answering a semi-structured interview has been chosen to be the optimal type of interview 
for this case (Bryman, 2008).  

Testing of the prototype was conducted with three different groups of test subjects: people 
with no knowledge of kanji, hereafter referred to as beginners, advanced learners of kanji, 
who have had little to a lot experience with kanji, and teachers of Japanese / Japanese 
Studies. For different groups different questions might be more relevant than others, which 
is why questions are changed depending on the person interviewed. Following are the details 
for the interviews for each group, which have been conducted face-to-face or by phone.  

5.1.1 Interview 1 – before playing the game 
Acting as an ice-breaker question firstly was inquired about the general knowledge of kanji 
to also establish a common status quo: “Do you know what kanji are?”. 

Also, to establish a stronger consciousness of kanji and to build a basis of knowledge to draw 
from when answering later questions, the number of kanji in everyday speech or rather the 
number of kanji one would need to learn, bear relevance: “Do you know how many kanji are 
used in everyday speech?”. In case the answer was not known or incorrect the solution was 
provided to the interviewee (2,136 kanji).  

Next was checked if the interviewee could be added to the beginner or advanced group of 
learning: “Have you learned kanji at some point in your life?”. 

 

If the answer was no, indicating the beginner fundamental questions to inquire about where 
the interviewee would start learning had they developed an interest in learning kanji was 
asked: “Where and how would you start learning kanji?”.  

To check if the interviewee had expectations on how kanji are being learned and to set them 
up for comparison of later questions, they were asked: “Do you expect there are specific 
kanji learning methods?”. 

 

If the answer to having learned kanji was yes, indicating the advanced learner, the origins of 
how learning had been taken place are of interest: “Where and how did you learn kanji?”.  

The stage of advancement the interviewee had reached could also be a determining factor if 
the prototype can be interesting for more advanced users: “How many kanji did you  
approximately learn?”. 
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Like with the beginner, knowledge of specific learning methods were addressed: “Do you 
know any specific learning methods?”.  

As students sometimes feel like they need specific learning abilities to properly acquire kanji 
(Mori & Shimizu, 2007), strengthening their sense for the actual kanji learning methods may 
clear up such thoughts and increase their motivation in learning. The question: “Did it feel 
like you were using specific learning methods?” also set the interviewee up for a later follow-
up question. 

 

The last question was the same for both beginning and advanced learner, to inquire about a 
motivational factor in learning and to again set up for a follow-up question for after playing 
the game: “Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used in everyday speech, do you think of 
kanji as being approachable?”. 

For teachers of Japanese / Japanese Studies relevant questions revolved only around the 
evaluation of the game’s content, which is why a preliminary interview was omitted for this 
group.   

5.1.2 Interview 2 – after playing the game 
After the game has been played through, regardless of whether sidequests had been 
completed, the following questions were asked for both beginner and advanced learners.  

To break the ice, an open question to explore the interviewee’s feeling of the game started off 
the second interview: “How did you feel about the game?”. 

The next question addressed enjoyment of the game through a scaled measure and what 
contributed to this decision: “On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the highest, did you enjoy 
playing the game?”, followed by “Why? Why not?”. 

Expanding on the enjoyment factor, another scaled measure if play would be continued in 
the interviewee’s free time was used: “Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the highest, 
would you continue to play this game in your free time if more content was available?”. 

To follow up from the first interview, the interviewee’s perception of integrated learning 
techniques were explored: “Did you learn any specific learning techniques for kanji?”. 

To measure if learning of meanings of kanji happened, all kanji that appeared were shown to 
the interviewee one after another and tested, starting with 水 (water). As in tests at the 
university of Vienna, radicals were not tested. The order was different than how the kanji 
appeared in the game, to include jumps in difficulty. Difficult kanji from side quests were 
tested last to not discourage interviewees who had not completed the side quests. The order 
was: “Do you know the meanings of the following kanji? 

水 (water), 日(sun), 口 (mouth), 泉 (fountain), 氷 (ice), 一 (one), 泳 (swim), 原 (meadow), 白 
(white), 求 (seek), 河 (river), 何 (what)“. 

Next was another follow-up question, which is if kanji are perceived as more approachable 
than before having played the game: “Do you think of kanji as more approachable than 
before?“. 
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The last question explored the feeling of interviewee’s themselves of the possibility of  
supporting learning through a game like the one they have experienced just before: “Do you 
think using a game like this would be beneficial to your learning?”. 
 

The interview prepared for teachers was up to the point of inquiring about enjoyment and 
motivation to continue playing the game identical. After that it instead picked up on covering 
didactic questions, starting with the integration of learning techniques: “How do you think 
the game integrates learning techniques?”. 

To check if meanings of kanji have been implemented well into the story, the corresponding 
question was: “How do you think the game communicated meanings of kanji?”. 

And finally, the matter of if the interviewed teacher would recommend a game like this to 
students was addressed: “Would you recommend a game like this to help students in their 
beginning stage of learning?”. 

All interviewees were also encouraged for any feedback they might have outside of the area 
of questions.  

5.2 Results 
After having play-tested the game with 5 beginners, 5 advanced learners and 3 teachers of 
Japanese / Japanese studies, following are the results that could be obtained. Worth noting 
is also that only people who have played video games before were chosen as test subjects. 
Not understanding basic video game principles, for example a matter like advancing the 
story through talking to other non-player characters, may impede motivation, learning 
success or enjoyment immensely.  

To start off, even among beginners everyone knew what kanji are. Having experience with 
kanji, advanced learners were also aware, although only interviewees with a knowledge of 
1,000 kanji and more knew how many kanji are used in everyday speech. Among beginners 
and advanced learners of a lower level 1 knew the answer and 3 guessed in the area of 1,000 
to 2,000 kanji.  

The next set of questions will be separated into answers from beginners and advanced 
learners, starting with the former: in reply to how and where they would start learning kanji, 
all considered a way of doing it themselves by using online video platforms as YouTube, 
using course books or using the internet in general while only 2 out of 5 would try to sign up 
at a language course. 4 out of 5 expected specific kanji learning methods and 2 of those 
named plain memorization. 

4 out of 5 advanced learners picked up kanji at university. 1 out of those 4 used only flash 
card applications to learn approximately 1,100 kanji and considered this the only specific 
learning method. 1 used flash card applications and considered memorization and building  
mnemonics through radicals specific learning methods although the latter method was only 
used occasionally after being introduced to it after 9 months of learning (approx. 1,300 kanji 
learned). 1 used flash cards, applications, vocabulary and books (approx. 350 kanji learned) 
but did not consider those tactics as specific learning methods. 1 had special kanji lessons 
and made use of all aforementioned methods but was mostly writing up kanji repeatedly to 
study (approx. 1,500 kanji learned). As a specific learning method was also Anki mentioned. 



 37 

1 did not learn kanji at university, but through playing games in Japanese (approx. 70 kanji 
learned) and mentioned Slime Forest Adventure as well as flash cards and applications as 
specific learning methods. None of the advanced learners felt like they were using specific 
kanji learning methods whereby 1 mentioned not being taught at all how to properly learn 
kanji despite having gone to university. 1 also noted having tried out all methods and 
eventually mixing them together into their own method.  

Merging beginner and advanced learners again, 9 out of 10 thought of kanji as being 
approachable but were very aware of the difficulty if all 2,136 general-use kanji were to be 
learned and how this might discourage learners. 1 did not think of kanji as being 
approachable.  

Teachers of Japanese / Japanese studies were only interviewed after having finished the 
game. 

 

Having covered the first set of interviews, next will be the second set after interviewees 
completed the game: 

Beginners and advanced learners were generally very fond of the experience and described 
their feeling of the game as fun, amusing, unique or enjoyable. One beginner described it as: 
“Interesting and unique. I haven’t seen anything like this. It’s definitely got potential and 
after some time kanji might really stick with you” and “I haven’t noticed any bugs”, 
speaking for the game design value “polish” Isbister et al. (2010) have described. Beginner 
and advanced learners also appreciated how basic learning was integrated into the story and 
how gameplay enabled them to put their newly acquired knowledge into practical use. An 
advanced learner stated: “I think it’s a good way to learn and to build the kanji again, again 
and again. That’s also better than just seeing them”. However, 3 out of 10 also voiced their 
concern for the game being explanation-heavy and how having to read through a lot of text 
needs concentration. 1 advanced learner also noted how they felt a sense of accomplishment 
after predicting what kanji may appear next in the story as they noticed that a certain radical 
would enable them to use a certain kanji. Interesting to note is also that all interviewees from 
the learner-side completed all sidequests, as the feeling of getting 100% of the kanji intrigued 
them without feeling forced to do it. Teachers also commended gameplay and narration and 
how the way of learning was interesting. 1 teacher was also worried about the amount of text 
and how they sometimes almost skipped through it.  

When it comes to enjoyment of the game, an average value of 4,04 (out of 5) through all test 
groups has been ascertained whereby learners gave a higher average rating of 4,2 and 
teachers a lower average rating of 3,5. Among beginners the average rating amounted for 4,4 
and for advanced learners for 4. A teacher stated: “I enjoyed the writing in some 
conversations, and generally found the idea of producing magic via radicals very 
appealing”. The reasoning behind ratings for all groups is mostly overlapping with what they 
had said before like enjoying the concept, characters and writing of the game while some 
added matters such as how it feels good to spend fun time while also putting an effort into 
learning at the same time or voiced their concern for how a software like this might be 
useless for people not adept at games and how aiming for more intuitiveness of play might 
smooth out the game. Regarding continuation of play an average value of 4,23 has been 
determined. Again, learners tended towards a higher average rating of 4,4 (beginners: 4,4, 
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advanced learners: 4,4) whereas teachers ratings averaged 3,67. 1 beginner added to his 
rating of 4 a dependency on quality of the plot.   

The following set of answers will be separated by learners and teachers again, starting with 
the former: 

In reply if specific learning techniques for kanji have been learned, an optimal answer to the 
first research question would include either Heisig’s (2011) learning approach of building 
kanji with the help of radicals, memorization or mnemonics although advanced users may 
not have learned any new techniques and did not consider these methods as being special for 
kanji learning. 1 beginner and 1 advanced learner could identify all three techniques, 2 
beginners and 2 advanced learners could identify two techniques interchangeably and 2 
beginners could identify one technique. 2 advanced learners did not learn any new 
techniques although 1 mentioned to have learned the meanings of the radicals drop and cliff. 
Among the techniques, memorization was mentioned twice and radical-based learning as 
well as mnemonics seven times, out of which they have been mentioned together five times. 

To answer the second research question, interviewees have been tested via a pop quiz to find 
out how many meanings of kanji they could remember after playing through the game. 3 out 
of 5 beginners were able to successfully remember all 12 kanji when tested. 1 scored 10/12 
with not remembering the kanji for “ice” and “what”. 1 scored 8/12 with missing the kanji for 
“fountain”, “meadow”, “seek” and “what”. 4 out of 5 advanced learners were able to 
remember all kanji, 1 remembered 11/12 with missing the kanji for “river”.  

5 out of 5 beginners thought of kanji as more approachable than before, even if they 
originally thought of them as approachable. This also applies to 4 out of 5 advanced learners, 
where only 1 stated no difference to before as they already thought of them as approachable. 
All 10 out of 10 learners think that a game like they have tested would definitely benefit their 
learning whereby 1 advanced learner added they would only under the condition if they 
played games more often.  

Next explored will be didactic feedback obtained by teachers. 

On the matter of integration of learning techniques 3 out of 3 teachers commended game 
and learning mechanics and how kanji were built into the storyline and expanded upon: “I 
think the integration of mnemonics as well as radicals works very well. In fact, the 
integration feels very natural, and is neatly built into what little can be gleaned of world-
building and story“. However, everyone voiced their concerns in the mechanics of creating 
kanji as possibly being too easy but how raising difficulty, for example through having to 
choose radicals in a certain order to resemble stroke order of kanji, might have an adverse 
effect on player motivation. 1 teacher also noted that trial-and-error ways of handling kanji 
interactions might prevent actual learning by learners only memorizing the patterns in 
which to click radicals to create kanji and how through the dictionary function memorization 
of kanji is not necessary. 

The communication of meanings of kanji was commended by all teachers as well, noting 
specifically the visual feedback of kanji actions and their interaction. 1 also mentioned the 
advantage of having a dictionary function at the disposal to enable a third way to encounter 
kanji. 
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3 out of 3 teachers would recommend a game like the one they have tested to students in 
their beginning phase whereby 1 stated very strong concerns with regard to the underlying 
curriculum of teaching – they have to follow the course set by a curriculum and all study 
material should contribute to a common goal. A game that follows its own curriculum, like 
its own set of kanji with a particular order, can not be considered to be very sensible to this 
matter. 1 also mentioned properly testing it to ensure didactical soundness. 

 

5.3 Analysis 
After evaluating the responses from the semi-structured interviews the following conclusions 
can be drawn: 

All beginners and advanced users heard of the term kanji before which speaks for the rising 
impact of Japanese in the West. The precise number of the general-use kanji however, were 
only known by advanced users of a higher level and correctly guessed by one beginner. If 
learning of kanji would be started, all beginners stated they wanted to learn by themselves 
and only 33% of those were interested in taking part in a course. 80% of beginners were 
expecting specific learning methods which proves that a kanji learning game should not only 
emphasize on the meanings of kanji, but also on their learning methods to not disappoint 
these expectations. This is further encouraged by the fact that even people who went to 
university and learned up to 1,100 kanji can be not aware of learning methods other than 
flash cards/memorization and therefore might know only as much as a beginner when it 
comes to learning methods. Some may have properly learned them but for those who have 
not, offering another chance to strengthen or even build basic learning principles would be of 
great help. Creating the consciousness of using special learning methods for kanji may also 
increase motivation or at least counter discouragement after having seen and learned a lot of 
kanji. Heisig (2011) also mentions constant frustration with kanji as a common trait of 
advanced students and how systemizing their knowledge might offer relief and a rise in 
motivation.  

90% of beginners and advances learners thought kanji were rather approachable despite 
being well aware of their number and difficulty, whereby 40% of beginners considered them 
as just another step in learning a language, overall speaking for a considerable amount of 
confidence towards learning kanji but with due respect to the task.  

From the open feedback about general feeling of the game, enjoyment and likelihood of 
continuing play, a high level of enjoyment of test subjects can be deduced, not only through 
fairly high ratings but through pinpointing which features were enjoyable for interviewees. 
Often mentioned in this context were kanji mechanics and dialogue, although the latter was 
considered to be lengthy by 42% of all interviewees. Through a lot of personal experience 
with the genre of role-playing games it can be safely said however, that this is a common 
trait/problem in the introduction stages of play and that this genre can be quite text-heavy, 
possibly preventing long sessions of play. Instead of relying too much on dialogue, future 
attempts should instead conceive ways of replacing text through action of the player.  

Interesting to note is that beginners, who might have more motivation to learning kanji, did 
not rate the game significantly higher than advanced learners who might have already 
learned of the frustration that kanji can be, showing how a learning experience can suit both 



 40 

beginners and advanced learners and to a certain point even experts like teachers. 
Furthermore, 80% of learners, even including advanced learners, were able to acquire new 
learning techniques, speaking again for notable suitability regardless of having just started 
or already learned for a few years. While the radical-based approach as well as mnemonics 
have been communicated well, the consciousness of memorization learning was barely 
noticed among interviewees. This might be due to mnemonics being mentioned throughout 
the game and creating kanji being a mechanics used throughout the game as well, but 
memorizing, despite being used throughout the game too, only being directly mentioned as a 
way of learning three times in the dialogue. Future iterations therefore need to put more 
emphasis on communicating the consciousness of the importance of memorization. This 
being said however, it can be said without doubt that mediation of successful learning 
methods has happened.  

Further, 70% of all interviewees, 60% of all beginners and 80% of all advanced learners, 
were able to recognize all 12 kanji that appeared. Only 20% of beginners scored less than 10 
correct kanji but can this still be considered satisfactory with 8 correctly named kanji. Out of 
the kanji that have not been recognized, only “what” has appeared two separate times, which 
might slightly indicate higher difficulty of recognition if one radical is not known in the 
building process. Overall, very positive results have been achieved, speaking not only from a 
results-oriented view but also from a motivational view as 90% of all interviewees (100% of 
beginners and 80% of advanced learners) think of kanji as more approachable than before 
experiencing the game and 100% of learners would also see a game like this as a beneficial 
supplement to their learning.  

This matter can also be confirmed from a didactic point of view, as all teachers could certify 
the soundness of the integrated concepts from being introduced to kanji up to learning and 
producing kanji, even to a point of recommending a game like this to students. There is 
however, still much room for possible expansion for future iterations or a full version of the 
game to include more learning strategies and more learning of kanji (in example including 
readings, stroke order or pronunciation) which could in turn also lead to more diversity in 
gameplay and quality. Analyzing different sets of kanji to work from to fit an existing 
curriculum could be another step in getting closer to helping prospective students and 
conceive sensible contents although in this case the curriculum would need to comply with 
what Heisig’s (2011) approach states to maintain successful learning strategies. 1 teacher 
voiced strong concern in how learning mechanics are not directly tied to gameplay 
mechanics and how plain trial-and-error tactics might prevent actual learning from 
happening and also mentioned that students should be aware that their goal is not to play 
around but to learn. This however directly conflicts with the core argument of enjoying 
games. If learning could be a fun activity for everyone, a game like this would not have been 
conceived in the first place. The point is exactly to “play around” and pick up knowledge as 
progress is made. Tying together more didactically useful methods to gameplay mechanics 
should definitely be aimed for, but it is a balancing act between the core motivation of 
playing games and learning success. One might disadvantage the other, but does not 
necessarily need to. More diverse gameplay mechanics might provide more didactically 
useful methods than what could be produced in this prototype, but under no circumstance 
should the core motivation of playing games be neglected, especially considering how  
learning always happens in games as Isbister et al. (2010) and Gee (2003) have formulated.  
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6 Conclusions 

6.1 Summary 
The matter of how interactive storytelling could possibly mediate successful foundations of 
kanji and meanings of kanji has been conceived throughout this work. After creating a 
prototype that uses this rather new medium and its features, it was tested with three 
different, relevant groups to explore its ability.  

And the result to this research is clear: the mediation of meanings of kanji and their learning 
strategies through purely an interactive storytelling experience was successful. Heisig’s 
(2011) approach to learning kanji holds up well in this new medium as results from play-
testing with students and teachers have proven. While learning of meanings could be 
integrated with relative ease, replies indicate that people who have had no experience with 
meta-learning and learning strategies need to experience a strong emphasis on this topic to 
properly establish a consciousness for meta-learning. Diversity in gameplay also promises 
better motivation, albeit test subjects showed a generally high base motivation and 
confidence to the subject of kanji, even if at an absolute beginner level.  

If a full-fledged experience were to be crafted not only could struggling students be aided, 
but a commercial success would also without doubt be possible as positive ratings in terms of 
playability and didactics could be assessed, indicating no decrease to the ever-important fun 
aspect of games.  

6.2 Ethical Implications 
From an ethical point of view, including cultural aspects about Japan or Asia in general into 
a full version of this kanji learning experience is also plausible as it may give more insight 
behind the meaning of certain kanji and can help expand the game’s world-building. 
Interviewees also stated that the prototype can help in feeling less intimidated by kanji and 
possibly the language. Using this information and applying it to possible cultural learning 
may then clear up potential preconceptions and help players to open up to Asia not only 
from a language perspective but also by getting acquainted with customs and cultural aspects 
of the countries. This might enable players to overcome potential intimidation by different 
social norms but to still face them with confidence and due respect. 

6.3 Discussion 
Learning games for kanji up to the point of this work stood under criticism of only being 
elaborate revising tools (like the aforementioned “Slime Forest Adventure” (Darrell Johnson, 
2017), “Kanji no Owari“ (Sekai Project, 2016) or “Tadashii Kanji Kakitorikun Kanken” (Jupiter, 
2007)). They would feature learning characters of all three relevant alphabets in Japanese 
and make the player’s advance and success dependent on whether or not they can recognize 
a character in a certain amount of time, but without featuring actual introductory learning or 
helpful advice to learning. While this simple method of memorization works for the easier 
alphabets, hiragana and katakana which do not feature meaning behind their characters but 
only readings (much like roman letters), it is the wrong approach for efficiently learning 
kanji and getting accustomed to their complexity.  
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“Koe” (Strawberry Games Limited, 2017) claims to be a full RPG and to use research based on 
communicative language learning and related language acquisition to teach Japanese as a 
whole featuring grammar, vocabulary and characters (Strawberry Games Limited, 2017). 
However it is still in early development and not testable at this point, but by being based on 
research and aiming to appeal to the fun factor of games, it promises to be a prominent 
contender.  

Therefore glancing at non-learning games that utilize kanji or letters could yield interesting 
new approaches. Worth mentioning in this context are Ōkami (Capcom, 2006), Scribblenauts 
(5th Cell, 2009), Xenoblade Chronicles (Monolith Soft, 2011) and Super Smash Bros. for 
Nintendo 3DS and Wii U (Sora Ltd. / Bandai Namco Games, 2014).  

 

Figure	  24:	  Ōkami's	  use	  of	  kanji	  

Ōkami, an action-adventure game, for example uses a gameplay feature to directly impact its 
world through having the player draw simple pictographs that follow with displaying a 
corresponding kanji as seen in figure 24: after drawing a crescent to change day into night, 
the kanji 宵 (evening) will be displayed for a brief moment to emphasize the action. Kanji can 
also be seen at different locations or occasions, although they are difficult to recognize for 
the beginner as they too only serve for visual appeal. Apart from this mechanics Ōkami also 
features a vast world and story around Japan’s classical history, myths and folklore to be 
explored.  

The puzzle game Scribblenauts allows the player to explore their creative freedom and create 
any object by writing up its name to solve puzzles: for example one puzzle features saving a 
cat from a tree. The how-to is then up to the player’s creativity but limited by the game 
mechanics. They can input any word like “rocket” to create a rocket and try to reach the cat 
but as the force of a rocket is too strong in this case it will shoot the player character too far 
up, resulting in failure. They could use “escalator” to go up to the top of the tree, rescue the 
cat and ride the escalator down again to solve the quest. Using kanji in a similar fashion to be 
used by the player at the right occasion was implemented in the prototype of this work as 
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well and with including more kanji more possibilities become conceivable, like in 
Scribblenauts’ example.  

 

Figure	  25:	  Xenoblade	  Chronicles'	  use	  of	  kanji	  

Xenoblade Chronicles, a classical role-playing game, uses kanji as pictographs for certain 
skills; in figure 25 a skill called “Enchant” can be seen that uses 機 (machine). In figure 25 all 
eight skills with kanji can be seen – when learned they may help the player by being able to 
faster ascertain the skill they are connected with, although sufficient explanation is given 
when hovering over them.  
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Figure	  26:	  Super	  Smash	  Bros.'	  use	  of	  kanji	  

In Super Smash Bros. for Nintendo 3DS and Wii U, a cross-over 2D fighting game, the same 
main character as in Xenoblade Chronicles appears and kanji are similarly displayed on-
screen when the player chooses to activate one of his skills, seen in figure 26 and 27 – 撃 
(attack).  

 

Figure	  27:	  Super	  Smash	  Bros.'	  use	  of	  kanji	  2	  

Implementing, combining or expanding one of these ideas might not only improve visual 
appeal but also increase chances of learning or extend learning mechanics.  
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6.4 Future Work 
One area of future prospect is to see if a joint project together with a language course or 
university is in the realm of possibility. Creating a new interactive learning experience with 
an existing curriculum as a basis would pave the way for an even more powerful support tool 
for students. Keeping in mind however, the straightforwardness of course books and how 
kanji have been mediated at universities to this point, it certainly increases the difficulty of 
creating a fitting support learning experience. 

 

Figure	  28:	  Example	  page	  from	  „Tobira:	  Gateway	  to	  Advanced	  Japanese	  
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Figure	  29:	  Example	  page	  2	  from	  „Tobira:	  Gateway	  to	  Advanced	  Japanese	  

Figure 27 and figure 28 show an example of an intermediate course book used at the 
university of Vienna, called Tobira: Gateway to Advanced Japanese. Different topics and 
culture are first introduced in Japanese (in this example the topic is sports) and afterwards 
new grammar and vocabulary will be explained through English and example sentences. 
There is however no direct story or narrative involved, but rather only articles that fit the 
general topic of the chapter. Depending on the course materials creating a fitting narrative 
while also complying with the contents might therefore become a thoroughly difficult task. 
The usefulness of mnemonics and Heisig’s (2011) radical-based approach should be 
considered in any case as well as how it may potentially limit the learner by being used 
exclusively or too arbitrary – only meaningful associations, which can trigger both meaning 
and reading of kanji, can be of help for the student (Rose, 2013).  

Further elaborating on many more different gameplay mechanics that incorporate kanji with 
new, different levels of accessibility, like through an interactive application on a smart 
device, might also even engage people not too keen on playing games in general. On the 
other hand extending previously mentioned mechanics that put emphasis on stroke order or 
include readings of kanji might engage more advanced users to a higher degree or motivate 
adept beginners to aim for a higher goal. Inspiration for this task can definitely be drawn 
from other learning and non-learning games. It is imperative however to respect why games 
are being played and to continue to appeal to their most important value of being fun. 
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Appendix B -  Interviews 

Beginner – 1/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

Around 2,000. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

No. 

How/where would you start learning 
kanji?    

I’d buy a book or look for websites, but 
probably would not attend classes. 

Do you expect there are specific learning 
methods? 

There are probably. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Yeah but I expect it to be pretty difficult, 
especially starting at a later age. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? It was very fun, the dialogue was cute and it was  
overall enjoyable. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

4 

5 would be perfect, but 4 is very, very good. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

5 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

Mnemonic devices for learning techniques. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

12 / 12 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yes, definitely. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Yes, definitely. 
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Beginner – 2/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. Japanese characters. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

No. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

No. 

How/where would you start learning 
kanji?    

I would sign up in a school or look for learning 
videos on YouTube. 

Do you expect there are specific learning 
methods? 

Probably memorizing. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

No. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? Entertaining, sometimes confusing but fun. I 
had to check up a lot, had to try out a lot. But I 
liked the interaction. You really need to pay 
attention, otherwise it will be difficult. Text was 
a lot, so I didn’t know what exactly to do 
afterwards. Conversations could be shorter, as 
they need concentration. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

4 

It was fun, the characters are sarcastic and 
funny. Interacting with everything and be 
allowed to go everywhere is fun. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

4 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

Yeah, memorizing. Also as the game said, 
relating things together and using mnemonics. 
Or for example the mouth in context with the 
mouth. It was sometimes abstract though. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

10 / 12 (ice 氷, what 何) 
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Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yes. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Yes, definitely.  

Beginner – 3/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. Characters in Japanese. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

No. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

No. 

How/where would you start learning 
kanji?    

I would use the internet and do it myself. 

Do you expect there are specific learning 
methods? 

Yes. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Yes. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? Yeah it was pretty fun. It really got me thinking. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

4 

Characters and jokes were funny. I like this 
kind of RPG and that it encouraged me to learn 
while being fun.  

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

4 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

Yes, I just need to combine characters and 
meanings together. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

12 / 12 
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Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yes, even more so than before. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Actually, yes. 

Beginner – 4/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. Japanese characters. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

No. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

No. 

How/where would you start learning 
kanji?    

I would use the internet and look for videos like 
on YouTube, maybe build some mnemonics. 
Something active which I can use to make 
connections. 

Do you expect there are specific learning 
methods? 

Probably, yes. Although, most likely it won’t be 
so different than usual learning. It’s probably 
memorizing and using it a lot, just like in any 
language. There is probably a method, when 
you know some tricks. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

I think yes… it’s approachable but also daunting 
for many. Especially when you think how they 
can change meanings depending on how you 
combine them. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? It was very fun; an amusing software. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

5 

I had fun. It was interesting and looks cool. 
Theoretically I would continue if there was 
more. It wasn’t boring or annoying. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

4, it depends on the plot. 

Did you learn any specific learning Imagine the mnemonic like in fountain. I 
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techniques for kanji? logically imagine and combine the meanings 
and use mnemonics to remember, it’s perfect 
for learning. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

8 / 12  
(泉 fountain, 原 meadow, 求 seek,  何 what) 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yeah, a little bit. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Absolutely, yes. At least for me. 

Beginner – 5/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

No. Maybe around 1,000? 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

No. 

How/where would you start learning 
kanji?    

I’d buy a study textbook or attend a language 
course. 

Do you expect there are specific learning 
methods? 

No. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Yeah it’s part of learning a language. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? Interesting and unique. I haven’t seen anything 
like this. It’s definitely got potential and after 
some time kanji might really stick with you. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

5 

It’s a unique concept and I didn’t notice any 
bugs. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 

5 
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was available? 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

Kanji are combined through parts, yeah. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

12 / 12 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yes. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Definitely, yeah. 
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Advanced learner – 1/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

Around 2,100, but there are way more. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

Yes. 

Where and how did you learn kanji?  At university and with Anki. 

How many kanji did you approximately 
learn? 

1,100 

Do you know any specific learning 
methods? 

Flashcards. 

Did it feel like you were using specific 
learning methods? 

No. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Yes I do think so. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? It’s fine, it’s explanation-heavy, but other than 
that I think it’s pretty cool. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

4 

I really like the concept, it’s fun. Getting 
different kanji is really fun, but knowing when 
to use what could still use some work. It could 
be more intuitive, but other than that it was 
pretty fun! 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

5 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

It was fun to see the kanji combined with 
association, because I just learned by heart. 
With this lot of association it was pretty fun. 

Do you know the meanings of the 12 / 12 
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following kanji? 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

I guess no, I always thought of them as 
approachable. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Yes, absolutely. 

Advanced learner – 2/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

Yes. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

Yes. 

Where and how did you learn kanji?  At university and with flash cards and an app 
called Mnemosyne. 

How many kanji did you approximately 
learn? 

1,300 

Do you know any specific learning 
methods? 

Head-on memorization. And if you know the 
radicals you can make a story. I only learned of 
this method after 9 months of learning though. 

Did it feel like you were using specific 
learning methods? 

Not really. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Yes, Japanese also manage to learn them. But it 
is difficult though. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? I thought it was very fun and the dialogue 
amusing. Sometimes I even knew what was 
going to happen because of the kanji. It was a 
sense of accomplishment, because I predicted it 
right. Like with fountain and meadow.  
I also had a feeling of wanting to get 100%, like 
in Pokémon for example. It also felt nice, that I 
was not forced to do it, but that I could decide. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 4 



 X 

highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

The story was funny and fitting. You would feel 
nice, since you don’t only spend your time 
having fun but also learning without wasting 
time. You use your time reasonably.  

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

5 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

It made me realize to better name radicals. For 
example I haven’t known drop or cliff in 2 ½ 
years of learning. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

12 / 12 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yeah. Kanji don’t seem as intimidating 
anymore since I can have fun with them 
through the game. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Certainly. 

Advanced learner – 3/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

Around 1,000 – 2,000. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

Yes. 

Where and how did you learn kanji?  At university through a minor subject. We got a 
list of kanji which I used together with an app 
called “kanjistudy” and flash cards and 3 books. 
It helps if I have some text with them.  

How many kanji did you approximately 
learn? 

350 

Do you know any specific learning 
methods? 

No. Maybe through vocabulary or mnemonics. 

Did it feel like you were using specific 
learning methods? 

No, maybe learn in context… nobody told me 
how to learn kanji. 
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Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Partly, yes. But sometimes they feel completely 
arbitrary and you can’t do anything about it. 
The more strokes they have, the more 
unapproachable they are. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? Very amusing. I like the names for radicals. 
Walking stick felt a little counter-intuitive. 
There was a lot of information in the beginning 
and it was generally heavy on dialogue. If you 
don’t know how a kanji is supposed to look like 
it becomes difficult to remember and put 
together again. But I think it’s a good way to 
learn and to build the kanji again, again and 
again. That’s also better than just seeing them. 
It helps strengthening the consciousness for the 
importance of radicals and how important they 
really are for learning. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

5 

It was a little exhausting, but totally enjoyable. I 
really liked the world! 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

4 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

Learning through associating and mnemonics. 
Learn through games and with a context. Not 
only the passive looking at kanji but also the 
active building of kanji. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

11 / 12 (河 river) 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

Yes. For example I wouldn’t have remembered 
meadow, seek or fountain otherwise. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Yes. 
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Advanced learner – 4/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

No. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

Yes. 

Where and how did you learn kanji?  With Japanese games. 

How many kanji did you approximately 
learn? 

Like 70. 

Do you know any specific learning 
methods? 

Flashcards, Slime Forest Adventure and 
Rosetta Stone. 

Did it feel like you were using specific 
learning methods? 

Not really. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

Kind of, they are made of parts. If you 
understand those meanings you’ll understand 
more complicated kanji too. It’s not easy, but 
also not impossible. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? Kind of alright to teach the basics. I had an idea 
of what radicals were, but haven’t really studied 
them though. It’s good to learn them how they 
are supposed to be learned and good to put 
things into practical use. It’s still very basic, but 
basics are good. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

4 

It was fun enough and wasn’t boring. I’m a bit 
interested in kanji in general. It was my main 
reason for playing games in Japanese. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

4 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

Divide them by parts and think about ways to 
build them up. 
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Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

12 / 12 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

I guess, yes. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

Yes, it is much easier than just reading a book. 

Advanced learner – 5/5 

Interview 1 

Do you know what kanji are? Yes. 

Do you know how many there are used in 
everyday speech? 

2,000. 

Have you learned kanji at some point in 
your life? 

Yes. 

Where and how did you learn kanji?  At my Former university. All students had 
different ways of learning. I had kanji lessons 
with professional teachers who were proficient 
at calligraphy. There were theme lessons with 
what we had to know during the week. In the 
first year it was 10 kanji per week, then in the 
second year 30 per week. We learned each kanji 
with 4 or 5 words.  

I wrote the words a lot of times and couldn't 
remember by only reading the… reading of the 
kanji. I had many many many pieces of paper 
where I write the kanji myself with the word, 
then reading, then the reading in roman letters 
and the translated meaning. 

How many kanji did you approximately 
learn? 

1,500 

Do you know any specific learning 
methods? 

Anki, I used it for my N2 proficiency exam. We 
were taught a lot of different ways of learning 
through teachers, but I used my own. You can 
read them, look at their shape since sometimes 
they are ideograms, write them, use the key 
method. 

Did it feel like you were using specific Not really. I felt like using my own and tried 
many different things. I used the one that 
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learning methods? worked better with me on weekly tests. It didn't 
feel like I used this certain method from the 
teachers or anything. 

Having in mind there are 2,136 kanji used 
in everyday speech, do you think of kanji 
as being approachable?  

I think it depends on the motivation you have. 
If you are fond of Japanese and want to read, 
then I think it’s approachable. If you just want 
to understand the language, its different. I 
think it really depends on the aims you have. 

Interview 2 

How did you feel about the game? Well, it was fun. It would have been interesting 
to have readings of kanji and useful to 
recognize writing and the order of strokes. The 
reading is also important. But it was quite fun. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is the 
highest, did you enjoy playing the game? 

Why? Why not? 

3 

It was fun, but I was a little exhausted. I had 
fun with kanji. But it may be useless for people 
who don’t like games. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 is the 
highest, would you continue to play this 
game in your free time if more content 
was available? 

4 

Did you learn any specific learning 
techniques for kanji? 

No, I knew them already. 

Do you know the meanings of the 
following kanji? 

12 / 12 

Do you think of kanji as more 
approachable than before? 

I think so! They look less scary. 

Do you think using a game like this would 
be beneficial to your learning? 

If I was more of a gamer person, definitely.  
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Teachers of Japanese / Japanese studies – 1/3 

Interview after game completion 

How did you feel about the game? The game felt smooth and quite sophisticated in terms 
of gameplay and narration. 

 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is 
the highest, did you enjoy playing 
the game? 

Why? Why not? 

3? 4? 

I have to admit I am generally not a fan of jrpgs. I am 
neither particularly fond of their visual style (which is 
emulated very well by the way!), nor their various 
conventions regarding character interaction etc. That 
being said, I enjoyed the writing in some 
conversations, and generally found the idea of 
producing magic via radicals very appealing. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 
is the highest, would you continue 
to play this game in your free time 
if more content was available? 

3, for reasons: see above. 

 

How do you think the game 
integrates learning techniques? 

 

I think the integration of mnemonics as well as radicals 
works very well. In fact, the integration feels very 
natural, and is neatly built into what little can be 
gleaned of world-building and story. The only con I can 
see is that the order in which you can click on radicals 
is of no import. Integration of rules (from left to right, 
from top to bottom…) might be a good idea, although if 
this means focusing too much on the technical side of 
kanji, it might just as well produce an adverse 
effect…not easy to solve. What I liked about the way 
kanji are integrated is that it ditches the usual 
approach (start with most basic kanji) and rather 
expands kanji & radicals via storyline. On the other 
Hand, this leads to problems integrating a game like 
this into an existing coursework (see below). 

 

How do you think the game 
communicated meanings of kanji? 

Very well. 

Would you recommend a game like 
this to help students in their 
beginning stage of learning? 

Yes…and no. While it is didactically sound and I am 
sure most of my students would like its style, the 
problem lies with integration into our (or any) 
curriculum: As a teacher, I have to follow the course set 
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 by text book/ curricula, and all study material should 
contribute towards a common goal (again, set by the 
curriculum). Recommending any study material like 
this game which follows its own “curriculum”, i.e. its 
own set of kanji in its own particular order, with no 
regards to what my students are actually required to 
learn at a given stage, is not very sensible. 

 

Teachers of Japanese / Japanese studies – 2/3 

Interview after game completion 

How did you feel about the game? It’s a very interesting way of teaching Kanji, yeah. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is 
the highest, did you enjoy playing 
the game? 

Why? Why not? 

4 

In the demo there were several things to do, it was not 
too linear. It was quite interesting because of the way 
you learn kanji. The concept of combining kanji and 
radicals and performing their power – the core is very 
interesting, and that is why it is very fun. A few times 
there was much text and in the beginning the water 
kanji is a bit confusing. 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 
is the highest, would you continue 
to play this game in your free time 
if more content was available? 

5 

 

How do you think the game 
integrates learning techniques? 

 

Very well. There is probably more you could do, but 
the core is very good! If it's longer, I am not sure if it's 
not too simple. The visuals and explanations help a lot 
and the dictionary is good to come back to! It might be 
good to include pronunciations, even if they are in the 
dictionary only.  

How do you think the game 
communicated meanings of kanji? 

Good. It was good how they appeard in the interaction 
and visually. I feel there is room for improvement, but 
I don't have any suggestion, really. It’s actually very 
nice, because there are 3 ways to encounter them: 
through interaction, visually and the dictionary. 

 

Would you recommend a game like 
this to help students in their 

Yeah, I would. I would play it first to make sure it is 
didactically speaking alright.	  	  



 XVII 

beginning stage of learning? 

 

Teachers of Japanese / Japanese studies – 3/3 

Interview after game completion 

How did you feel about the game? The game is inviting you to dive into its world, but 
contains for my preference a little too much text – I 
noticed how I just wanted to skip ahead. 

On a scale from 1 to 5 where 5 is 
the highest, did you enjoy playing 
the game? 

Why? Why not? 

3 

+: humor, atmosphere, design of characters, novel 
game principle 

-: long tutorial, a lot of Text 

Again, on a scale from 1 to 5 here 5 
is the highest, would you continue 
to play this game in your free time 
if more content was available? 

3  

 

How do you think the game 
integrates learning techniques? 

 

The learning of kanji is embedded well into the story, 
so that intrinsic player motivation can arise. The exact 
explanations of Kanji and the usage of mnemonics can 
surely contribute to a better learning success. The 
game’s goal to “collect” and “keep” more kanji overlaps 
very well with the learning goal. In this context is the 
choice of personality for the protagonist very fitting as 
you can presume the player will have difficulties 
remembering kanji.  

I see an issue in the fact that learning is not directly 
embedded into the game mechanics and with that, 
learning success can also fail to appear: the current 
mechanics allow to solve all puzzles through trial-and-
error and the permanent access to the dictionary could 
(unconsciously) result in students not considering 
memorization of kanji to be necessary. This might lead 
to skipping and ignoring explanatory text – what 
remains is a certain pattern for in-game actions: “At 
this part this combination will help me”, but not 
exactly what the meaning of the combination is. On 
the other hand the meaning is of course emphasized 
through application (i.e. 水 and water). But I am not 
sure, if this can be applied for every kanji equally and 
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if that alone would be enough to activate learning 
success. 

Overall I think that the game can definitely achieve 
learning success – but learners must be aware of the 
fact that they should now learn and not play. The game 
can definitely encourage to busy oneself with the 
Japanese language and subsequently be interesting as 
a first contact for beginners.  

How do you think the game 
communicated meanings of kanji? 

See above: good, the explanations and mnemonics help 
to understand the meaning of kanji. I specially liked 
how visual changes in the game world have been 
designed. I think it would be even better, if readings 
and kanji-combinations had been explained, but it 
might be due to the shortness of the demo.  

Would you recommend a game like 
this to help students in their 
beginning stage of learning? 

 

Yes. 
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Appendix C -  Key moments of in-game dialogue 
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Appendix D -  RPG Maker MV Plugins 
To extend the functionality RPG Maker MV (1.5.0) the following plug-ins were used, all 
available for free use: 

QPlus (https://github.com/quxios/QMV-Master-Demo/blob/master/js/plugins/QPlus.js)  

Galv_DiagonalMovement (https://galvs-scripts.com/2015/12/12/mv-diagonal-movement/) 

Galv_TimerEndEvent (https://galvs-scripts.com/2017/03/22/mv-timer-end-event/) 

YEP_CoreEngine (http://yanfly.moe/2015/10/09/yep-1-core-engine/) 

YEP_MainMenuManager (http://yanfly.moe/2015/10/17/yep-14-main-menu-manager/) 

YEP_QuestJournal (http://yanfly.moe/2017/10/13/yep-152-quest-journal-system-rpg-
maker-mv/) 

YEP_MessageCore (http://yanfly.moe/2015/10/10/yep-2-message-core/) 

YEP_X_ExtMesPack1 (http://yanfly.moe/2016/01/30/yep-65-extended-message-pack-1/) 

YEP_ButtonCommonEvents (http://yanfly.moe/2016/01/23/yep-061-button-common-
events/) 

YEP_KeyboardConfig (http://yanfly.moe/2016/03/06/yep-80-keyboard-config/) 

YEP_SaveEventLocations (http://yanfly.moe/2015/10/21/yep-19-save-event-locations/)  

YEP_PictureCommonEvents (http://yanfly.moe/2016/04/01/yep-88-picture-common-
events/) 

MBS_MapZoom (https://github.com/MaskedRpg/JS/blob/master/mv/MBS_MapZoom.js) 

FROG_TriggerDistance (https://github.com/FrogboyMV/TriggerDistance) 

HIME_MovementDirectionLock (http://himeworks.com/2015/12/movement-direction-
lock/) 

EISFileSystem (http://endlessillusoft.com/rpgmaker-mv-rem-system/) 

Rem_Heart (http://endlessillusoft.com/rpgmaker-mv-rem-system/) 

Rem_Dictionary (http://endlessillusoft.com/rem-dictionary/) 

HideTimer (https://forums.rpgmakerweb.com/index.php?threads/how-to-hide-
timer.59690/) 

ConditionalBranch+ (https://mjshi.weebly.com/mv-conditional-branch.html) 

OrangeMoveCharacterTo (https://forums.rpgmakerweb.com/index.php?threads/orange-
move-character-to.46735/) 

RS_MessageAlign (https://github.com/biud436/MV/blob/master/RS_MessageAlign.js) 


