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INTRODUCTION: EMBRACING THE COMPLEXITY OF
KANJI THROUGH A MODERN LENS

For  anyone learning  Japanese,  the  kanji  writing  system often
appears as a formidable wall  of intricate strokes and multiple
readings. However, every serious student knows that mastering
kanji is not just about memorizing shapes and sounds; it is about
understanding how characters  function  in  real-world  contexts.
This  is  precisely  where  A New Dictionary Of  Kanji  Usage
becomes an indispensable tool. Unlike traditional dictionaries that
list characters in isolation with a handful of common compounds,
this new resource places usage at the forefront, bridging the gap
between rote memorization and living language. By focusing on
the semantic range, collocations, and register of each character,
it transforms the way learners approach Japanese literacy. In an
age where digital  resources are abundant,  a carefully curated
print  or  online  reference  that  prioritizes  contextual  usage  is
surprisingly rare—and urgently needed.
This  article  explores  the  features,  philosophy,  and  practical
benefits of A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage. We will examine

how its innovative structure helps learners distinguish between
homophones,  grasp  subtle  nuances,  and  apply  kanji  confidently
in writing and reading. Whether you are a beginner struggling
with  the  first  500  characters  or  an  advanced  learner  aiming  to
polish  your  written  expression,  understanding  the  value  of  a
usage-focused dictionary can accelerate your progress.

WHY A USAGE-FOCUSED DICTIONARY MATTERS

Traditional  kanji  dictionaries  typically  list  on’yomi  (Chinese
readings) and kun’yomi (Japanese readings),  along with a few
example  words.  While  this  seems  efficient,  it  often  leaves
learners confused about when to use a particular character or
which reading fits a given context. A New Dictionary Of Kanji
Usage addresses this by offering detailed usage notes, example
sentences from real sources, and frequency indicators. It explains
that a character like 生 has over a dozen different ways to be read
and dozens more semantic nuances—from “life” and “birth” to
“raw” and “to grow”. A simple list of readings is insufficient; what
learners need is guidance on how native speakers actually deploy
the character in speech and writing.
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Understanding Collocations
and Register
One  of  the  standout  features  of  a  usage-first  dictionary  is  its
attention to collocations—the words and phrases that frequently
appear with a given kanji. For instance, the character 持 (to hold,
to  possess)  appears  in  持つ,  持ち物,  and  持続,  but  also  in  fixed
expressions like 気を持つ (to be interested) or 持ち帰る (to take home). A
New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage systematically groups these
collocations by frequency and register, marking which are formal,
literary,  or  colloquial.  This  helps  learners  avoid  awkward  or
unnatural constructions. Moreover, the dictionary often highlights
common mistakes, such as confusing 考える (to think) with 思う (to
think/feel)  or  using  行う  (to  perform)  incorrectly  in  casual
conversation.

Etymology and Mnemonic
Support
Modern cognitive science supports the idea that understanding a
character’s origin and structure improves long-term retention. A
New  Dictionary  Of  Kanji  Usage  incorporates  concise
etymological  information,  explaining  how a  character  evolved
from its pictographic roots. For example, the kanji 山 (mountain) is
clearly  pictographic,  but  more  complex  characters  like  語

(language) are broken down into their semantic (言, words) and
phonetic (吾, wu) components. This makes it easier for learners to
create  personal  mnemonics.  Many  usage-focused  dictionaries
also include cross-references to related radicals, allowing readers
to build a network of associations rather than isolated entries.

KEY FEATURES OF A NEW DICTIONARY OF KANJI
USAGE

What sets this dictionary apart from standard references like the
Kodansha  Kanji  Learner’s  Dictionary  or  the  Nelson  character
dictionary?  Let  us  examine  the  core  elements  that  make  it
uniquely useful for learners.

Comprehensive Usage
Notes for Every Character
Each entry in A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage begins with a
clear,  modern  definition  of  the  character’s  core  meaning,
followed by a list  of its most common readings. Instead of a flat
list,  readings are grouped by usage domain: which reading is
used  in  compound  words,  which  in  standalone  verbs  or
adjectives,  and  which  in  names  or  specialized  terms.  For
example, the character 銀 (silver) has the on’yomi “gin” and the
kun’yomi  “shirogane”.  But  the  dictionary  explains  that  “gin”
appears in 銀行 (bank), 銀色 (silver color), and 銀河 (Milky Way), while
“shirogane” is used more poetically or in metallurgical contexts.
This level of detail reduces guesswork and builds confidence.
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Example Sentences with
English Translations
Nothing clarifies usage better than real examples. The dictionary
provides  multiple  sentences  for  each  kanji,  covering  different
grammatical  structures  and collocations.  These sentences  are
sourced from newspapers,  novels,  and everyday conversation,
ensuring authenticity. Importantly, each example is accompanied
by a natural English translation, not a word-for-word gloss. This
helps learners understand the intended nuance. For instance, the
character 怒 (anger) might appear in sentences showing a range
from mild irritation to rage, with contextual cues distinguishing
between 怒る (to get angry) and 怒る (to scold) which share the same
character but differ in usage.

Frequency and JLPT Levels
A  practical  dictionary  must  help  learners  prioritize.  A  New
Dictionary Of Kanji Usage explicitly marks each character with
its frequency rank (based on large corpora such as the Balanced
Corpus of Contemporary Written Japanese) and its JLPT (Japanese
Language  Proficiency  Test)  level.  This  allows  self-directed
learners to focus on high-frequency characters first. Additionally,
the dictionary indicates which compounds are essential for each
level.  For  example,  the  character  新  (new)  appears  in  N5
compounds like 新しい (atarashii) and 新聞 (shinbun, newspaper), but
also  in  N2 compounds  like  新鋭  (newly  emerging  talent).  Such

tiered information turns the dictionary into a study plan.

Distinguishing Similar Kanji
One of the greatest challenges in kanji learning is differentiating
visually similar characters, such as 未 (not yet), 末 (end), and 来
(come). A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage includes dedicated
comparison tables for commonly confused kanji. It highlights the
subtle stroke differences and explains how the meaning diverges.
For example, it notes that 未 has a shorter top horizontal stroke
than 末, and that 未 relates to futurity while 末 relates to endings.
Such  contrastive  analysis  is  invaluable  for  avoiding  perennial
errors.

HOW TO USE THIS DICTIONARY EFFECTIVELY

Owning a powerful  reference is only half  the battle.  Here are
practical strategies for integrating A New Dictionary Of Kanji
Usage into your daily study routine.

Look Up Every New Kanji
You Encounter
When reading a Japanese text—whether a manga, news article,
or textbook—do not skip a kanji you vaguely recognize. Pause
and open the dictionary. Read the usage notes, scan the example
sentences,  and  note  the  frequency.  This  active  lookup  turns
passive reading into active learning. Over time, you will build a



4

4 A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage 2022-07-06

deep, contextualized knowledge of each character.

Create Spaced Repetition
Cards Based on Usage
Information
Instead of writing just “kanji: meaning, reading” on your Anki or
Quizlet  cards,  include  a  usage  example  from  the  dictionary.
Better yet, write a sentence that contrasts two similar kanji. For
instance, use 開く (to open) and 空く (to become empty) in a single
card  that  explains  the  semantic  difference.  The  dictionary’s
usage notes are perfect material  for such cards. This method
leverages the spacing effect while reinforcing correct usage.

Study by Topic or Radical
Group
Many usage-focused dictionaries allow you to browse by radical
or thematic category (e.g., weather, emotions, actions). A New
Dictionary Of Kanji Usage likely includes indexes for radicals,
stroke count, and readings. Use these to explore a specific group
of kanji together. For example, study all water-related radicals (氵,
氺,  川)  at  once,  noting how they contribute to  the meaning of
characters  like  海  (sea),  湖  (lake),  and  流  (flow).  This  groupped
approach  reduces  cognitive  load  and  reveals  patterns.

COMPARING A NEW DICTIONARY OF KANJI USAGE
WITH OTHER RESOURCES

To fully appreciate its value, we must contrast it with popular
alternatives.

Digital Dictionaries vs. Print
Dictionaries
Apps like Jisho.org or Takoboto are free and fast, but they often
lack  the  curated  usage  notes  and  deep  context  that  a
professionally edited dictionary provides. Jisho may show dozens
of  compounds  but  rarely  explains  which  ones  are  natural  or
common. A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage  fills this gap with
curated  examples  and register  labels.  For  serious  learners,  a
dedicated usage dictionary is a worthwhile investment alongside
a digital tool for quick lookup.

Learner Dictionaries vs.
Native Dictionaries
Japanese-native  dictionaries  like  新明解国語辞典 (Shin  Meikai  Kokugo
Jiten)  offer  extremely  detailed  definitions  but  are  written  in
Japanese and assume native-level Sprachgefühl. Learners get lost
in the nuance. In contrast, A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage is
written with the second-language learner in mind, using clear



A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage 5

5

English explanations and culturally relevant examples. It does not
oversimplify, but it does scaffold understanding.

THE CULTURAL AND PEDAGOGICAL PHILOSOPHY
BEHIND THE DICTIONARY

A  good  dictionary  reflects  a  set  of  beliefs  about  language
learning.  The editors  of  A New Dictionary Of Kanji  Usage
clearly adhere to the principle that language is not a code to be
cracked but a living system to be inhabited. They emphasize that
kanji are not arbitrary symbols; each one carries a history and a
network of associations.  By presenting usage in context,  they
encourage the learner to think like a native speaker—to feel the
difference between 外 (outside, gaibu/soto/kanban) and 外出 (going
out, gaishutsu) without having to memorize an abstract rule.
Moreover,  this  dictionary  acknowledges  that  kanji  are  social
artifacts.  It  includes  notes  on  where  a  character  appears  in
compound  words  that  are  unique  to  certain  fields,  like  law,
medicine, or traditional arts. For example, the character 術 (art,
technique)  appears  in  美術  (fine  arts),  技術  (technology),  and  術語
(terminology).  Understanding these collocations enriches one’s
reading comprehension across genres.

CONCLUSION: A FOUNDATION FOR LIFELONG KANJI
MASTERY

Kanji is not a mountain to be conquered in a single climb but a
landscape that reveals new contours each time you revisit it. A
New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage serves as both a compass and
a guidebook for this journey. Its emphasis on real-world usage,
collocation, context, and frequency empowers learners to move
beyond memorization into genuine understanding. Whether you
are preparing for the JLPT, reading classic literature, or simply
navigating daily life in Japan, having a usage-focused dictionary
by  your  side  will  transform  your  relationship  with  written
Japanese.
Invest in a copy of A New Dictionary Of Kanji Usage, and you
are not  just  buying a book;  you are acquiring a mentor  that
shows you how kanji live and breathe in the language. Use it
regularly, combine it with active reading and writing practice, and
watch as the once-daunting strokes become familiar friends. The
journey of a thousand characters begins with a single entry—and
using the right dictionary ensures that every step is taken with
confidence.


