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ABSTRACT
This study examined how Chinese learners of Japanese as a Foreign Language (JFL) acquire sound-symbolic words, with a
particular focus on phonomimes (mimetic sounds) and phenomimes (mimetic states). Amultiple-choice test was developed using
12 sound-symbolic words that can function as both phonomimes and phenomimes, yielding 24 test items. In addition, a lexical
knowledge test was administered. A total of 141 Chinese JFL learners participated. Structural equationmodeling (SEM)was used to
evaluate competing models of acquisition. While earlier studies on native Japanese children suggest a sequential acquisition from
phonomimes to phenomimes, our SEM analysis supported a parallel acquisitionmodel, in which the two types of sound-symbolic
words were learned independently. This finding suggests that learners do not rely on semantic extension from phonomimes to
phenomimes but instead treat each as a distinct lexical category.
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1 Introduction

In many languages, sound-symbolic words hold a special place in
conveying sensory experiences and emotions. In Japanese, these
words are particularly significant, uniquely imitating sounds,
actions, or states of being to vividly express meaning. They are

integral not only to communication but also to the cultural
and cognitive development of native speakers. Research on
language acquisition has shown that Japanese infants exhibit
an innate sensitivity to sound-symbolic words, which gradually
evolves into a comprehensive understanding of their diverse
meanings and usages (Akita 2009; Asano et al. 2015; Haryu
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2010; Imai and Kita 2014; Imai et al. 2015). This progression
reflects the interplay between sensory experiences and cognitive
development. However, non-native learners of Japanese, par-
ticularly Chinese learners of Japanese as a Foreign Language
(JFL), often face notable challenges in acquiring these words
(e.g., Cao 2016; Feng and Tamaoka 2018a, 2018b; Haryu and
Zhao 2007; Jin 1989). These difficulties raise broader ques-
tions about the universality of sound-symbolic word acquisition
and whether sequential patterns observed in native speakers
are unique to their linguistic and cultural context. Thus, the
present study seeks to contribute to this discussion by exam-
ining the acquisition of Japanese sound-symbolic words among
Chinese JFL learners. Specifically, it investigates how these
learners develop an understanding of sound-symbolic words and
whether their acquisition process parallels that of native Japanese
speakers.

2 Background Literature

2.1 Acquisition of Sound-Symbolic Words by
Native Japanese Speakers

Japanese sound-symbolic words are broadly categorized into
three main types: sound mimetics or phonomimes (���,
giongo), manner mimetics or phenomimes (���, gitaigo),
and emotional mimetics or psychomimes (� � �, gijôgo).
Phonomimes involve direct sensory input and mimic sounds
from the environment, making them more intuitive and easier
to acquire. In contrast, phenomimes require a higher level of
abstraction, representing qualities or states such as texture or
motion. Psychomimes, on the other hand, pertain to internal
emotional or psychological experiences, making them the most
abstract and subjective.

Previous studies (Asano et al. 2015; Haryu 2010; Imai and Kita
2014; Imai et al. 2015) have shown that Japanese infants possess an
innate sensitivity to sound-symbolic words. As they develop, they
progress from acquiring simple sound mimetics (phonomimes)
to manner mimetics (phenomimes) and eventually to emotional
mimetics (psychomimes). In Japanese, the acquisition of sound-
symbolic words reflects the interaction between children and
their environment, as they gradually expand their understand-
ing of meaning through sounds associated with their sensory
experiences. Phonomimes, which directlymimic sounds from the
environment, are typically acquired first due to their intuitive
connection to real-world stimuli. As infants continue to interact
with their surroundings, their ability to process more abstract
qualities, such as texture or motion, facilitates the acquisition
of phenomimes. Finally, psychomimes, which describe internal
emotional or psychological states, are the most abstract and are
acquired as children develop a more complex understanding of
their emotions. As illustrated in Figure 1, this developmental pro-
gression depicts how infants’ interactions with the physical world
shape their cognitive processing of sound and meaning, starting
with concrete auditory experiences and gradually expanding to
more abstract concepts.

Unlike general vocabulary, sound-symbolic words are deeply
rooted in the sensory experiences of native Japanese speakers
from infancy. Akita (2009) analyzed data from infant speech

records collected by Noji (1973-1977). Japanese children are
reported to acquire sound-symbolic words in the following
order: superexpressive > phonomimes > phenomimes > psy-
chomimes > nonmimetics. This progression is referred to as
the lexical-iconicity hierarchy, which is based on children’s
sensitivity to mimetic sounds. Exposure to different forms of
sound-symbolicwords inmedia, interactionswith caregivers, and
social contexts influences how children acquire these words. The
lexical-iconicity hierarchy suggests that the cognitive processing
involved in understanding sound-symbolic words mirrors the
complexity and abstraction of the experiences they describe.
As a result, sound-symbolic words are learned from concrete
to abstract meaning; phonomimes are typically acquired first,
followed by phenomimes, and eventually psychomimes.

In the prelinguistic stage, which serves as a preparatory phase for
language acquisition, Japanese infants already begin to develop
a sense of sound symbols as early as 11 months of age (Asano
et al. 2015). This early sensitivity to sound-symbolic words
gradually expands as they acquire a deeper understanding of
sound symbols and begin to grasp the meanings of new general
vocabulary (Imai et al. 2008; Imai and Kita 2014). As they grow
older, Japanese-speaking infants typically become aware of the
relationship between sound-symbolic words and the objects they
refer to by around the age of four. At this stage, they begin
to apply phonological rules, such as the principle that voiced
sounds correspond to loud sounds made by larger or louder
objects, while voiceless sounds correspond to quieter sounds
produced by smaller or quieter objects (Tamori 2002; Haryu
2010). Japanese infants typically learn to interpret phonomimes
based on phonological rules (Tamori 2002), where voiced sounds
correspond to larger sounds produced by larger objects, and
unvoiced sounds represent smaller sounds produced by smaller
objects.

In line with this developmental progression, Osaka (1999) ana-
lyzed phonomimes and phenomimes from infant speech records
collected byMaeda andMaeda (1983), showing that infants began
to produce phonomimes by imitating physical sounds as early
as 1 year and 1 month. By 1 year and 3 months, these sound-
symbolic words appeared more consistently in their speech,
with both phonomimes and phenomimes being produced. By
around 3 years of age, phonomimes were slightlymore frequently
produced than phenomimes, reflecting the natural progression in
the acquisition of sound-symbolic words.

To examine the order of acquisition in the lexical-iconicity
hierarchy proposed by Akita (2009), Saji et al. (2011) conducted
an experiment with Japanese children. In this study, novel verbs
(e.g., the progressive form “zabi-tteiru” from the sound-symbolic
word “zabu”) were created based on videos representing the lexi-
cal conditions of phonomimes, phenomimes, and psychomimes.
These novel verbs were randomly presented to the children, who
were asked to select the corresponding video. The results indi-
cated that the percentage of correct responses to phonomimeswas
unrelated to the children’s age.However, the percentage of correct
responses to phenomimes and psychomimes increased with age.
Saji et al. (2011) concluded that phonomimes are understood from
an early stage, while phenomimes and psychomimes are acquired
as children grow older, supporting the sequential acquisition of
these categories.
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FIGURE 1 Sequential acquisition of Japanese sound-symbolic words by native Japanese speakers.

For native Japanese speakers, the acquisition of sound-
symbolic words follows a developmental route that begins
with phonomimes and then expands semantically to include
phenomimes and psychomimes. As these words are acquired,
they become integrated into the broader framework of language
development, eventually associating with syntactic structures
and general vocabulary.

2.2 Acquisition of Sound-Symbolic Words by
Chinese JFL Learners

Previous research suggests that sensitivity to sound-symbolic
words is not limited to native speakers of Japanese. Even indi-
viduals unfamiliar with Japanese sound-symbolic expressions
often exhibit comparable intuitions. A growing body of cross-
linguistic evidence supports the idea that certain types of sound
symbolism reflect perceptual associations shared across cultures
and languages.

One of the most well-known examples is the “Bouba–Kiki” effect
(Köhler 1929; Ramachandran and Hubbard 2001), where people
consistently match round shapes with softer-sounding words like
bouba and angular shapes with sharper-sounding words like
kiki. This effect has been replicated across diverse linguistic and
cultural groups, including among non-literate populations such
as theHimba ofNamibia (Bremner et al. 2013; see alsoDavis 1961).
Likewise, Sapir (1929) demonstrated that words like mal tend to
be associated with larger objects, whereas mil is judged to refer
to smaller ones. This finding echoed across multiple language
backgrounds.

Building on this line of research, Wong et al. (2022) conducted
controlled experiments using novel, genetically algorithm-
generated Japanese-style sound-symbolic words that described
surface textures. Participants from Japan, Singapore, and the
United States rated these stimuli consistently: words containing
consonants like /g/ and /k/ were reliably judged as representing
harder and rougher textures. These patterns held regardless
of participants’ language backgrounds, confirming robust
phonetic-iconic associations. The study demonstrated that
sound-symbolic associations in Japanese are not solely the result
of native language acquisition but rather reflect more universal
mechanisms of cross-modal perception.

Furthermore, Wang (2011) investigated how both native and
non-native speakers of Japanese perceive voiced and voice-
less consonants in Japanese sound-symbolic words using the
semantic differential (SD) method (Osgood et al. 1957). This
method assessed conceptual responses across 10 semantic dimen-
sions: “slow—fast,” “big—small,” “dark—bright,” “strong—
weak,” “not pleasant—pleasant,” “heavy—light,” “dull—sharp,”
“hard—soft,” “noisy—quiet,” and “bad—good.” Participants
included 57 native Japanese speakers, 25 Indonesian JFL learners,
and 92 Chinese JFL learners, the latter divided into two groups
depending on their prior knowledge of the target sound-symbolic
words (known vs. unknown). The results showed that native
Japanese speakers perceived clear differences between voiced [g,
d, b, z] and voiceless [k, t, p, s, h] consonants in eight of the
ten semantic dimensions (excluding “dull—sharp” and “hard—
soft”). Indonesian learners showed similar evaluation patterns in
three dimensions: “big—small,” “dark—bright,” and “heavy—
light.” Chinese JFL learners who already knew the target words
(known group) exhibited native-like perceptual judgments in
six dimensions, including “heavy—light,” “strong—weak,” “not
pleasant—pleasant,” “noisy—quiet,” “bad—good,” and “dark—
bright.” Even the unknown group—those unfamiliar with the
lexical meanings of the words—matched native speaker patterns
in five of these dimensions.

Wang (2011) concluded that despite the absence of a voiced–
voiceless contrast in the Chinese phonological system, Chinese
JFL learners were nonetheless able to intuitively perceive the
sound-symbolic meanings through sensory-based evaluation.
This suggests that cross-modal correspondences in sound sym-
bolism can be accessed even without formal instruction or lexical
familiarity, reinforcing the idea that perceptual mechanisms
underlying sound symbolism may operate independently of
specific linguistic experience.

In contrast to studies supporting the perceptual universality
of sound symbolism, other research suggests that JFL learners
may not acquire Japanese sound-symbolic words solely through
sensory perception as native speakers do. Haryu and Zhao (2007),
for example, investigated whether the association between voiced
sounds and large objects, and voiceless sounds and small objects,
an iconic mapping pattern proposed by Tamori (2002), holds
across different language backgrounds. The study involved three
groups: (1) native Japanese university students, (2) Chinese

3



university students with no prior experience studying Japanese,
and (3) Chinese students majoring in Japanese (i.e., Chinese
JFL learners). Participants were asked to associate voiced and
voiceless sound-symbolic stimuliwith pictures of objects differing
in size under two conditions: existing real Japanese sound-
symbolic words (tonton vs. dondon) and novel nonwords (zonzon
vs. sonson).

The results showed that native Japanese speakers strongly
adhered to the expected mapping pattern, selecting voiced–
large and voiceless–small pairings at rates of 96.40% for real
words and 92.90% for nonwords. In contrast, Chinese university
students without Japanese language training performed only
slightly above chance, at 57.10% for real words and 54.00%
for nonwords, suggesting no strong inherent sensitivity to the
sound-size mapping. Interestingly, Chinese JFL learners showed
significantly above-chance performance: 71.40% for real words
and 89.30% for nonwords, indicating a pattern more aligned with
native speakers. These findings suggest that the ability to asso-
ciate phonetic features with size-related meanings is not purely
universal but rather is influenced by language-specific learning
experiences. Unlike studies showing perceptual access to sound-
symbolic associations in the absence of prior knowledge, this
study emphasizes the role of explicit Japanese language learning
in developing such associations. Hence, the voiced/voiceless–
size mapping may be better understood as an acquired linguistic
sensitivity rather than a universally intuitive phenomenon.

Furthermore, Feng and Tamaoka (2018a) investigated whether
Chinese JFL learners acquire Japanese onomatopoeic (i.e., sound-
symbolic) words through a process of semantic extension,
specifically from concrete tactile meanings to more abstract, non-
tactile meanings. The rationale was that tactile-related sound-
symbolic expressions are grounded in direct sensory experience
and may therefore be more universally accessible, even to non-
native learners. If so, learners might initially acquire tactile
onomatopoeias and then extend their understanding to non-
tactile domains through a semantic expansion process. To test
this, the study employed SEM to compare two acquisition
patterns: one assuming continuous semantic expansion and the
other assuming independent, parallel acquisition. The findings
supported the parallel acquisition model, indicating that Chinese
JFL learners tended to acquire tactile and non-tactilemeanings of
sound-symbolic words separately, rather than through a unified
semantic continuum.

In a related study, Feng and Tamaoka (2018b) examined the roles
of phonological similarity and lexical proficiency in the acqui-
sition of two types of sound-symbolic words: phonomimes and
phenomimes. Chinese JFL learners were categorized into three
proficiency groups (lower, intermediate, and higher) based on
their overall lexical knowledge. Using decision tree analysis, the
study identified key factors influencing acquisition. The results
revealed that phonological similarity significantly facilitated the
acquisition of phonomimes, which are often imitative of physical
sounds. In contrast, lexical proficiency played a more substantial
role in the acquisition of phenomimes, which typically express
more abstract or subjective states. These findings suggest that dif-
ferent cognitive and linguistic mechanisms underlie the learning
of these two categories of sound-symbolic words.

Consequently, for JFL learners, particularly those whose first
language lacks similar lexical categories, acquiring these forms
would pose a significant challenge. In fact, various studies (e.g.,
Cao 2016; Feng andTamaoka 2018a, 2018b; Jin 1989;Nakaishi et al.
2011; Peng 2007; Xu et al. 2010; Zhang 1989) have consistently
reported that Japanese sound-symbolic words are particularly
difficult for Chinese JFL learners. According to Tamamura (1989),
these expressions are considered the third most difficult aspect
of Japanese language acquisition for JFL learners, following the
complexity of written Japanese and the use of keigo (honorific
and polite expressions). Despite their frequency in daily Japanese
communication, sound-symbolic words are largely underrepre-
sented in teaching/learning materials. Surveys of beginner (Ochi
2005), intermediate (Moriyama 2006), and advanced (Mikami
2003) Japanese textbooks show that sound-symbolic vocabulary
receives minimal systematic attention.

In Japanese language education, sound-symbolic words have not
been adequately integrated into formal curricula or pedagogical
frameworks (Sakaguchi 1995). As a result, Chinese JFL learners
are often deprived of structured opportunities to acquire these
forms andmay fail to recognize their unique semantic, phonolog-
ical, and pragmatic properties that distinguish them from general
vocabulary. Jin (1989) further observes that in instructional
contexts, these words are often treated in the same manner as
ordinary vocabulary, taught primarily through pronunciation,
morphological structure, and grammar, while neglecting the
critical non-verbal dimensions such as imageability, emotion, and
sensory associations.

In terms of learning outcomes, some studies (e.g., Rong 2011;
Wang 2011) suggest that Chinese JFL learners can, to some
extent, associate sound-symbolic forms with appropriate sensory
meanings, demonstrating patterns somewhat similar to those
of native speakers. However, a larger body of research (e.g.,
Cao 2016; Feng and Tamaoka 2018a, 2018b; Haryu and Zhao
2007; Jin 1989; Nakaishi et al. 2011; Peng 2007; Xu et al. 2010;
Zhang 1989) highlights substantial learning difficulties. These
studies argue that sound-symbolic expressions are typically
acquired by Chinese JFL learners as isolated lexical items,
lacking the integrated and intuitive grasp that native speakers
develop through immersive exposure and use. Taken together,
the present study seeks to address this gap by systematically
examining how Chinese JFL learners acquire phonomimes and
phenomimes.

3 The Current Study

The present study investigates the acquisition of Japanese sound-
symbolic words, which often havemultiplemeanings and usages.
Some sound-symbolic words function as both phonomimes and
phenomimes (Miyaji 1978), and these dual-use words are believed
to be acquired sequentially, starting with phonomimes and fol-
lowed by phenomimes (Akita 2009; Herlofsky 1998; Ishiguro 1993;
Okubo 1967). Using 12 sound-symbolic words that function as
both phonomimes and phenomimes (24 items total), the present
study examines whether Chinese JFL learners acquire these
words in a sequential manner, progressing from phonomimes to
phenomimes.
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4 Method

4.1 Participants

A power analysis conducted using the A-priori Sample Size
Calculator for Structural Equation Models (Soper 2025; https://
www.danielsoper.com/statcalc/calculator.aspx?id= 89) indicated
that a minimum of 87 participants would be required to detect
an effect size of 0.10 at a significance level of 0.01 with a desired
statistical power of 0.80. A total of 141 participants were recruited
for this study, exceeding the recommendedminimum sample size
(Westland 2010). All participants were native Chinese speakers
majoring in Japanese at a university in China. The sample
consisted of 127 females and 14 males. This gender distribution
reflects the actual demographics of Japanese language programs
at Chinese universities, where female students are significantly
more numerous than male students, and is not the result of
selective sampling. Participants included 60 second-year, 49 third-
year, and 32 fourth-year students, ranging in age from 17 to 23
years (M= 20 years and 8months, SD= 1 year). Informed consent
was obtained from all participants, and the study was approved
by the university’s ethics committee in accordance with ethical
research guidelines.

4.2 Selection of Sound-Symbolic Words Used as
Both a Phonomime and a Phenomime

The ABAB pattern is a characteristic morphological structure
frequently found in Japanese sound-symbolic words (Amanuma
1974). In this study, we selected 12 ABAB-type words that can
function as both phonomimes and phenomimes. These were
used to construct 24 test items. Table 1 provides the hiragana
forms, phonemic transcriptions, assumed equivalent expressions
in Chinese, and other relevant details for each selected word.

As shown in Table 1, some selected Japanese sound-symbolic
words possibly resemble familiar sound-symbolic expressions in
Mandarin (e.g., kotsu kotsu and �� kōng kōng; gan gan and
�� guāng guāng; ban ban and �� bāng bāng). However,
these are only assumed equivalents and are neither systematically
taught nor consistently recognized by Chinese JFL learners.
Although prior studies (e.g., Feng and Tamaoka 2018a) have
acknowledged the potential influence of phonological similarity,
they also found that Japanese lexical knowledge, rather than
surface-level form overlap, plays a more central role in sound-
symbolic word acquisition. If learners were heavily relying on
phonological resemblance to infer meanings, we would expect
to see a pattern of transfer from phonomimes to phenomimes,
supporting a sequential acquisition model (Model 1, details
explained in the following section).

To determine the difficulty of each item, we referenced the
�������� Ver. 1.0 (Japanese Language Education
Vocabulary List, Ver. 1.0; Nihongo Gakushu Shien Gurupu, 2015,
http://jhlee.sakura.ne.jp/JEV/), which includes approximately
18,000 vocabulary items commonly used in Japanese language
instruction. This list also provides difficulty ratings assigned by
five experienced Japanese language instructors. Based on these
ratings, the 12 selected sound-symbolic words were classified into

two categories: six intermediate-level words and six advanced-
level words. These classifications are indicated in Table 1.

After selecting these 12 sound-symbolic words, we checked
whether they were introduced in Japanese language textbooks
used by the first- to fourth-year Chinese JFL university students
who participated in this study. The eight textbooks include:��
����� 1–2 (Minna-noNihongo 1–2) [Japanese for Everyone 1-
2],���� 1–4 (Zōnghé Rìyǔ 1–4) [Comprehensive Japanese 1-4],
������ 5–8 (Rìyǔ Zōnghé Jiàochéng 5–8) [Comprehensive
Japanese Language Course 5-8],�����	��� (Tyûkyû-
kara Manabu Nihongo) [Japanese from Intermediate Level], �
�
�	��� (Zyôkyû-de Manabu Nihongo) [Japanese in
the Advanced Level], ���	�� (Rìhàn Bı̌yì Jiàochéng)
[The Japanese-Chinese Writing Translation Course], ����
� (Rìběn Wénxuéshı̌) [History of Japanese Literature],����
������� (Rìběn Jìnxiàndài Wénxuézuòpı̌n Jiànshǎng)
[Appreciation of Modern and Contemporary Japanese Literature].
These textbooks did not contain the selected 12 sound-symbolic
words.

In addition, none of the selected sound-symbolic words appear
in the ����������� 	�� (Japanese Language
Proficiency Test Examination Criteria, Revised Edition; Japan
Foundation and JapanEducational Exchange and Services, 2007).
This suggests that Chinese JFL learners are unlikely to have
encountered these words through formal instruction, whether
in university Japanese language courses or in preparation for
the JLPT. Consequently, it is reasonable to assume that learners
acquired these expressions primarily through informal exposure
to Japanese media, such as manga, anime, dramas, and movies,
via mass media and the internet outside of the classroom setting.

To explore how Chinese JFL learners acquire Japanese sound-
symbolic words, we administered a post-test questionnaire to 141
participants, asking them to identify the sources through which
they had encountered the target vocabulary (multiple responses
allowed). The results revealed that 100 learners (70.92%) reported
encountering these words through “manga and anime,” while
97 learners (68.79%) cited “TV dramas and movies” as sources.
In total, 125 students (88.65%) reported being exposed to the
words via one or both of these forms of entertainment media.
In contrast, only 60 participants (42.55%) indicated that they
had learned these words through formal classroom instruction.
Given that the tested sound-symbolic words are not included
in standard Japanese language textbooks or in the Japanese
Language Proficiency Test (JLPT), these findings suggest that
Chinese JFL learners primarily acquire such vocabulary through
informal, media-based exposure outside the classroom. This
pattern underscores the important role of extracurricular learn-
ing environments, especially popular media such as manga
and anime, in supporting the acquisition of sound-symbolic
expressions.

To account for intra-group variability associated with Japanese
language proficiency, we conducted analyses based on partic-
ipants’ academic year. As all participants had completed at
least one year of formal Japanese instruction at the time of
testing, they were grouped into second-year (n = 60), third-
year (n = 49), and fourth-year (n = 32) cohorts. A one-way
ANOVA was then performed to examine whether performance
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lā
cı̄
lā
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pū
lē
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pā
pā
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FIGURE 2 Scatterplots showing the relationship between lexical knowledge and scores for phonomimes and phenomimes.

on the sound-symbolic word tasks differed across these groups.
The results revealed significant differences in accuracy scores
for both phonomimes and phenomimes. For phonomimes, a
significant main effect of academic year was found [F(2, 138)
= 8.08, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.11], as was the case for phenomimes
[F(2, 138) = 8.37, p < 0.001, η2 = 0.11]. These findings suggest
that learners’ proficiency, as indexed by academic standing, had
a meaningful impact on their comprehension of sound-symbolic
words.

Recognition times are typically faster for frequently encountered
words than for less familiar ones, a phenomenon known as
the word frequency effect (for reviews, see Brysbaert et al. 2011,
Brysbaert et al. 2018; Yonelinas 2002; for experimental studies,
see Barry et al. 2001; Brysbaert et al. 2017; Coltheart et al. 2001;
Cop et al. 2015; Hino and Lupker 1998; Monaghan et al. 2017;
Monsell et al. 1989; Preston 1935; Taft 1979). This effect is one
of the most robust predictors of processing efficiency in word
recognition (Brysbaert et al. 2018). To examine the relationships
among the frequencies in three corpora and learner performance,
frequency data for the 12 sound-symbolic words used in this study
were obtained from three major corpora: (1) the Mainichi Shim-
bun corpus, (2) the Balanced Corpus of Contemporary Written
Japanese (BCCWJ), and (3) the Corpus of Spontaneous Japanese
(CSJ). The frequency values across these corpora were highly
intercorrelated: Mainichi and CSJ (r(10) = 0.865, p < 0.001),
CSJ and BCCWJ (r(10) = 0.894, p < 0.001), and Mainichi and
BCCWJ (r(10) = 0.837, p < 0.001), suggesting strong consistency
in frequency distributions across written and spoken language
registers. In addition, independent-samples t-tests showed no
significant differences in word frequency between intermediate-
and advanced-level sound-symbolic words in any of the three
corpora: Mainichi, t(10) = 0.981, ns; CSJ, t(10) = 0.192, ns;
BCCWJ, t(10) = 0.272, ns. These results confirm the reliability
of using these corpora as frequency references in the present
study.

4.3 Measuring Knowledge of Basic Japanese
Vocabulary

Understanding vocabulary in a language encompasses individual
word meanings, spelling, connotations, and how words form
phrases and sentences. Lexical knowledge is a critical compo-
nent of language proficiency and communication. In this study,
lexical knowledge was measured through four subtests based
on grammatical categories developed by Miyaoka et al. (2011).
This test consists of 12 questions for each of the three parts of
speech—nouns, adjectives, and verbs—as well as 12 questions
for functional words that play grammatical roles, totaling 48
vocabulary test questions. The questions are in a four-option
single-choice format. All these words were selected from Levels
1 and 2 of the vocabulary list of the JLPT, cross-matched over the
three word categories of nouns, adjectives, and verbs. Miyaoka
et al. (2011) conducted a reliability study of this 48-question vocab-
ulary test on 281 Chinese JFL learners at a Chinese university
and found that Cronbach’s alpha reliability coefficient was α =
0.74. This test was administered to the 141 Chinese JFL university
students in this study. The results showed that Cronbach’s alpha
reliability coefficient was very high, α = 0.88. The vocabulary test
used in this study was found to have internal consistency and a
high reliability.

Additionally, we examined the relationship between overall
Japanese lexical knowledge and sound-symbolic word compre-
hension. Lexical knowledge was assessed via a vocabulary test
comprising four subtests (nouns, verbs, adjectives, and function
words; maximum score = 48). The total lexical knowledge score
showed significant positive correlations with both phonomime
scores (N= 141, r(139)= 0.55, p< 0.001) and phenomime scores (N
= 141, r(139) = 0.54, p < 0.001), indicating a developmental trend
in which lexical proficiency supports the acquisition of sound-
symbolic vocabulary. These relationships are illustrated in the
scatterplots presented in Figure 2.
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TABLE 2 Test questions for 12 sound-symbolic words in phonomime and phenomime contexts.

Correct Type Question sentences Three incorrect choices

���� /kati kati/ Phonomime ��� ( )��� ����/����/����
Phenomime �� ( )���� ����/����/����

�
�
 /kotu kotu/ Phonomime ���� ( )�!� "!"!/
�
�/#�#�
Phenomime $� ( )�%�� &�&�/#	#	/����

���� /pati pati/ Phonomime ����� ( )��'�� ����/����/(�(�
Phenomime � ( )�)�� ����/*�*�/����

���� /biri biri/ Phonomime �� ( )��� (�(�/"!"!/+,+,
Phenomime ��� ( )�-�� �.��.�/�".�".//�/�

���� /bara bara/ Phonomime �� ( )������ "!"!/����/(�(�
Phenomime �� ( )����-�� ����/����/0�0�


�
� /turu turu/ Phonomime ( )�� �1� ����/+�+�/&!&!
Phenomime �-��� ( )"2��3',� ����/&�&�/4�4�

���� /gan gan/ Phonomime � ( )����'� ����/�5�5/����
Phenomime �� ( )�6� ����/����/����

���� /sara sara/ Phonomime ����� ( )��'� "!"!/0�0�//�/�
Phenomime �� ( )"2,�� ,�,�/&�&�/(�(�

���� /ban ban/ Phonomime � ( )�!� ����/&�&�/(�(�
Phenomime �� ( )��'�� 0�0�/*�*�/&�&�

���� /bata bata/ Phonomime ��� ( )�)�� ����/"!"!/+�+�
Phenomime ����"!2 ( )"2,�� 0�0�/�3�3/&�&�

���� /peta peta/ Phonomime 	 ( )�!� ����/&�&�/�5�5
Phenomime ��� ( )��� !�!�/!�!�/7�7�

���� /gata gata/ Phonomime ��
�� ( )�-�� 8�8�/����/�.��.�
Phenomime �!2 ( )�9�� ����/$,$,/:.�:.�

4.4 Test Question Development for
Sound-Symbolic Words

For each of the 12 sound-symbolic words selected for this
study, test questions were created to examine their usage as
phonomimes and phenomimes. This resulted in a total of 24
questions—two for each word, one for its phonomime usage and
one for its phenomime usage. Similar to the vocabulary test by
Miyaoka et al. (2011), the questions for sound-symbolic words
were designed in a four-option single-choice format, where par-
ticipants selected the most appropriate word from four choices.
The question texts, correct answers, and distractor options for
both phonomimes and phenomimes are shown in Table 2.

Taking the sound-symbolic word ���� (kati kati), which
is used as a phonomime meaning “tick-tock” in English, as an
example, a sentence with a blank was presented: ��� ( )
���Tokei-ga ( ) naru, translating to “The clock is ticking.”
Chinese JFL learners were asked to select the correct answer from
four choices, all of which are real sound-symbolic words used in
Japanese:���� (kati kati),���� (sara sara),����
(hara hara), and���� (bara bara). The correct answer that
fits into this sentence is the phonomime ����. This word
is also used as a phenomime. Another question was presented

with the sentence:�� ( )����Mizu-ga ( ) ni kôru, meaning
“The water freezes solid.” This time, Chinese JFL learners had
to choose from a different set of four sound-symbolic words: �
��� (kati kati),���� (doro doro),���� (huwa huwa),
and ���� (kori kori). The correct choice that fits into this
sentence is the phenomime usage of����. In this way, two
questions were created for each of the 12 sound-symbolic words,
making up a total of 24 questions.

The 24 questions in the sound-symbolic word test were devel-
oped using authentic example sentences extracted from two
authoritative Japanese dictionaries:DigitalDaijisen (published by
Shogakukan) andDaijirin Third Edition (published by Sanseido).
To ensure rigorous categorical accuracy, we implemented a two-
stage validation process. First, all stimulus items were carefully
selected to represent prototypical examples of Japanese sound
symbolism. Second, five native Japanese linguists independently
classified each lexical item as either phonomime or phenomime,
with inter-rater consistency reaching 100%. Furthermore, to
verify whether the 24 sound-symbolic words appropriately fit
into each sentence, we administered the test to native Japanese
speakers. A total of 39 native Japanese university students (31
males and 8 females),with an average age of 18 years and 9months
(SD= 1 year and 5months), completed all 24 questions. Themean

8 International Journal of Applied Linguistics, 2025



percentage of correct responses was nearly 100% (M = 99.17%).
Therefore, these 24 test questions can be accurately judged by
native Japanese speakers.

In addition, the difficulty levels of the words used in the question
sentences were also checked using the web-accessible search
engine ���������;�<=:>?@ABCDEF
� (Japanese Language Reading Tutorial System: Reading Tutor,
Kawamura et al., 2021) (https://chuta.cegloc.tsukuba.ac.jp/ ).
This program automatically assigns each word a level according
to the JLPT, ranging from N1 (most difficult) to N5 (easiest). The
only noun not included in the JLPT levels was�� (yakiniku),
“grilled meat.”

All of the adjectives and verbs used in the lexical knowledge
test were selected from items included in the Japanese Language
Proficiency Test (JLPT). Given that the participants were Chinese
JFL learners majoring in Japanese at the university level, it is
reasonable to assume that they were familiar with these words.
The test combined 48 items from the lexical knowledge test
developed by Miyaoka et al. (2011) and 24 items targeting sound-
symbolic words, resulting in a single 72-item test. To minimize
potential inter-item priming effects, particularly in cases where
the same sound-symbolic word appeared in different roles as a
phonomime and as a phenomime, pseudo-stratified randomiza-
tion was applied to the full set of items. This procedure ensured
that similar items were spaced apart and that repetition within
the sequence was minimized. Although full counterbalancing
was not implemented, this method effectively reduced carryover
effects and sequence-related bias.

5 Data Analysis and Results

5.1 Comparison of Phonomime and Phenomime
Acquisition

A total of 141 Chinese JFL learners were tested on 12 pairs of
sound-symbolic words. To examine differences in acquisition
between phonomime and phenomime usages, we conducted
Chi-square tests of goodness-of-fit for each pair. These analyses
compared the number of correct responses for phonomimes
versus phenomimes, allowing us to assess whether learners
exhibited a statistically significant preference or difficulty with
either type. For example, in the case of ���� /ban ban/,
98 participants answered correctly for the phonomime usage,
whereas only 17 did so for the phenomime usage—a substantial
difference of 81 participants (98 vs. 17) that reached statistical
significance [χ2(1) = 96.34, p < 0.001]. In contrast, for
�
�
/turu turu/, 73 participants correctly identified the phonomime
usage, while 66 correctly identified the phenomime usage. This
smaller difference of 7 participants (73 vs. 66) was not statistically
significant [χ2(1) = 0.70, ns], indicating no strong bias toward
either usage in this case. Table 3 presents the comparative
accuracy rates for all 12 phonomime–phenomime pairs, along
with the corresponding Chi-square statistics.

Before conducting SEM analysis, we assessed whether the
difficulty level of the sound-symbolic words (intermediate vs.
advanced) significantly affected participant performance. A 2
(difficulty level: intermediate vs. advanced) × 2 (sound-symbolic

word type: phonomime vs. phenomime) repeated-measures
ANOVAwas performed using percentage scores as the dependent
variable (N = 141). The analysis revealed no significant main
effect of difficulty level: intermediate words (M = 46.34%, SD =
24.37%) did not differ significantly from advanced words (M =
43.45%, SD = 24.92%) [F(1, 280) = 1.84, p = 0.176, η2 = 0.007].
However, there was a significant main effect of symbolic word
type, with phonomimes (M= 54.91%, SD= 24.37%) outperforming
phenomimes (M = 34.88%, SD = 22.57%) [F(1, 280) = 150.99, p
< 0.001, η2 = 0.350]. The interaction between difficulty level
and word type was not significant [F(1, 280) = 2.21, p = 0.138,
η2 = 0.008]. These results indicate that the difficulty level of the
test items did not meaningfully influence learner performance.
Consequently, difficulty level was not included as a factor in
the subsequent SEM analysis. For the SEM, we used raw scores
based on all 12 items for each symbolic word type (phonomimes
and phenomimes), combining across both difficulty
levels.

5.2 Outline of SEM Analysis

There was a significant difference in test scores between
phonomimes and phenomimes, indicating that Chinese JFL
learners were more likely to acquire phonomimes than phe-
nomimes. However, comparing test scores alone does not demon-
strate a causal relationship. To verify the causal relation in the
acquisition of phonomimes andphenomimes amongChinese JFL
learners, the present study employed SEM (Byrne 2016; Hu and
Bentler 1999; Kline 2015; Hair et al. 2010; Schumacker and Lomax
2016). The SEM method allows for the validation of hypothetical
causal models based on collected data. In this analysis, the four
parts of speech were treated as observed variables, while lexical
knowledge constituted the latent variable. Since the aim of this
study is to examine the causal relationship between phonomimes
and phenomimes, these two variables were treated as observed
variables in the SEMmodel.

5.3 Three Causal Models for the Acquisitions of
Phonomimes and Phenomimes

In this study, six observed variables were examined: four sub-
categories of lexical knowledge—nouns, adjectives, verbs, and
function words—and two sub-categories of sound-symbolic
words—phonomimes and phenomimes. The latent variable of
lexical knowledge was represented by four observed variables:
nouns, adjectives, verbs, and function words. Using this founda-
tional lexical knowledge, three hypothetical causal models were
developed to examine the relationship between the acquisition of
phonomimes and phenomimes.

Model 1 is grounded in previous research on native Japanese-
speaking infants (Akita 2009; Herlofsky 1998; Ishiguro 1993;
Okubo 1967), which suggests that sound-symbolic words are
acquired in a developmental sequence from phonomimes to
phenomimes via semantic extension. Similar patterns have been
observed in studies of Chinese JFL learners (Haryu and Zhao
2007; Wang 2011), where phonomimes are reportedly acquired
earlier than phenomimes. As illustrated in Figure 3, Model 1
assumes a sequential progression in which learners first acquire
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TABLE 3 Accuracy comparisons between phonomime and phenomime usages.

Sound-symbolic
words Sound

Number of participants Mean of accuracies (%) Chi-square test of
independencePhonomime phenomime Phonomime phenomime

���� /ban ban/ 98 17 69.50% 12.06% χ2(1)=96.34, p<0.001
���� /gan gan/ 122 51 86.52% 36.17% χ2(1)=75.39, p<0.001
���� /pati pati/ 99 38 70.21% 26.95% χ2(1)=52.52, p<0.001
�
�
 /kotu kotu/ 86 46 60.99% 32.62% χ2(1)=22.79, p<0.001
���� /kati kati/ 76 38 53.90% 26.95% χ2(1)=21.26, p<0.001
���� /bara bara/ 76 54 53.90% 38.30% χ2(1)=6.91, p<0.01
���� /biri biri/ 32 51 22.70% 36.17% χ2(1)=6.16, p<0.05
���� /gata gata/ 65 47 46.10% 33.33% χ2(1)=4.80, p<0.05
���� /peta peta/ 83 65 58.87% 46.10% χ2(1)=4.61, p<0.05
���� /sara sara/ 76 65 53.90% 46.10% χ2(1)=1.72, ns
���� /bata bata/ 43 52 30.50% 36.88% χ2(1)=1.29, ns

�
� /turu turu/ 73 66 51.77% 46.81% χ2(1)=0.70, ns

Note: Number of participants means those who correctly answered questions.

FIGURE 3 Model 1: Sequential acquisition from phonomimes to phenomimes from lexical knowledge via phonomimes to phenomimes.

general Japanese lexical knowledge, which facilitates the learn-
ing of phonomimes. These phonomimes, in turn, serve as a
foundation for acquiring phenomimes. This sequential model
reflects the assumption that learners build abstract semantic
understanding based on more concrete, perceptually grounded
forms. Furthermore, as shown in Table 1, several of the Japanese
sound-symbolic words in this study have possible phonological
analogs in Mandarin. If learners were relying heavily on such
cross-linguistic similarity to infer meaning, we would expect this
to support the kind of transfer and analogical reasoning reflected
in Model 1.

Iida et al. (2012) conducted a study testing Chinese JFL learners’
ability to modify verbs with sound-symbolic words. Since the
scores on the verb-modification test were strongly related to
Japanese reading comprehension, they suggested that sound-
symbolic words are primarily learned as vocabulary items rather
than being acquired spontaneously. Based on this, and in contrast
to previous studies on native Japanese infants (Akita 2009;
Herlofsky 1998; Ishiguro 1993; Okubo 1967) and Chinese JFL
learners (Haryu and Zhao 2007; Wang 2011), Model 2 assumes no
causal relationship between the acquisition of phonomimes and
phenomimes. As shown in Figure 4, Model 2 depicts a parallel
causal model in which the observed variables of phonomimes

FIGURE 4 Model 2: No causal relation between phonomimes and
phenomimes.

and phenomimes are acquired independently, both based on the
latent variable of lexical knowledge.

As shown in Figure 5, Model 3 is a combination of Models 1 and
2. This model assumes that both phonomimes and phenomimes
are independently acquired from basic lexical knowledge, while
at the same time, phonomimes facilitate the acquisition of
phenomimes. This is consistent with the idea of semantic expan-
sion “from phonomimes to phenomimes” as observed in native
Japanese infants (Akita 2009; Herlofsky 1998; Ishiguro 1993;
Okubo 1967).
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TABLE 4 Correlations of six observed variables.

Latent variable Observed variable

Variable #

# 1 2 3 4 5 6

Lexical knowledge 1 Noun
2 Adjective 0.64*** ―
3 Verb 0.70*** 0.66*** ―
4 Function word 0.69*** 0.56*** 0.64*** ―

Symbolic words 5 Phonomime 0.50*** 0.44*** 0.52*** 0.42*** ―
6 Phenomime 0.57*** 0.47** 0.45*** 0.39*** 0.39*** ―

Mean 7.30 5.65 6.66 6.14 6.59 4.18
Standard deviation 2.28 2.20 2.62 2.71 2.16 2.15

Note: N = 141; df = 139.
*p < 0.05. **p < 0.01. ***p < 0.001.

FIGURE 5 Model 3: Combined causal model.

5.4 Correlations of Six Observed Variables

The Pearson’s product-moment correlation coefficients,
means, and standard deviations for the test scores of the six
observed variables—nouns, adjectives, verbs, function words,
phonomimes, and phenomimes—are presented in Table 4. The
correlation coefficients for these six variables range from 0.39
to 0.69, all of which are statistically significant. The correlation
between phonomimes and phenomimes was measured at r(139)
= 0.39, p < 0.001, indicating a moderate correlation. The four
variables representing lexical knowledge (nouns, adjectives,
verbs, and function words) showed high correlations with each
other. The strongest correlation was found between nouns and
verbs (r(139) = 0.70, p < 0.001).

5.5 Model Comparison and Fit Evaluation

To evaluate which structural equation model best fits the data,
we compared three models using multiple fit indices. Four infor-
mation criteria of Akaike Information Criterion (AIC) (Akaike
1987), Consistent Akaike Information Criterion (CAIC) (Bozdo-
gan 1987), Browne-Cudeck Criterion (BCC) (Browne and Cudeck
1989), and Bayesian Information Criterion (BIC) (Schwarz 1978)
were used for overall model comparison (see Table 5). For
all indices, lower values indicate better fit. Model 2, which
assumes parallel acquisition of phonomimes and phenomimes,
consistently showed the best fit. Specifically, Model 2 had the
lowest values across all four indices: AIC = 35.54, CAIC = 82.92,
BCC = 36.80, and BIC = 70.92. These values were all lower than

TABLE 5 Comparison of goodness-of-fit indices for the three mod-
els.

Model AIC CAIC BCC BIC

Model 1 66.53 113.92 67.80 101.92
Model 2 35.54 82.92 36.80 70.92
Model 3 37.08 88.42 38.45 75.42

Saturated model 42.00 124.92 44.21 103.92
Independence model 421.82 445.51 422.45 439.51

both the saturated model and the other two models (Model 1 and
Model 3), indicating that Model 2 offered the most parsimonious
and robust explanation of the data.

To further evaluate the absolute and incremental fit of Model
2, five additional indices were examined: chi-square (χ2), Good-
ness of Fit Index (GFI), Adjusted GFI (AGFI), Comparative Fit
Index (CFI) and Root Mean Square Error of Approximation
(RMSEA). Model 2 demonstrated an excellent fit across all
measures: χ2(9) = 11.54, ns (non-significant, indicating good
fit), GFI = 0.97 and AGFI = 0.94 (both > 0.90, see Marsh
and Grayson 1995; Schermelleh-Engel et al. 2003), CFI = 0.99
(excellent fit, see Schermelleh-Engel et al. 2003) and RMSEA =
0.045 (below the 0.05 threshold for good fit, see Browne and
Cudeck 1993). Taken together, both model comparison and fit
evaluation indices provide strong support for Model 2. These
findings suggest that, contrary to a developmental progression
from phonomimes to phenomimes, the acquisition of these two
types of sound-symbolic words occurs independently among
Chinese JFL learners.

5.6 Causal Relationships Among Variables in
Model 2

Next, we will examine the results of the analysis of causal
relationships among the variables in Model 2 using SEM. The
causal relationships among the variables in Model 2 are depicted
in Figure 6. First, the factor analysis model of lexical knowledge
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FIGURE 6 Causal relations in the acquisition of sound-symbolic words using SEM. Note: N = 141. *** p < 0.001. The numbers on the arrows
represent standardized partial regression coefficients (β).

revealed that the four observed variables of nouns, adjectives,
verbs, and function words each contributed significantly, with
values exceeding 0.76. Notably, nouns made the largest contri-
bution to the latent variable of lexical knowledge, with a factor
loading of 0.87. Verbs also contributed significantly, with a factor
loading of 0.83. Model 2, which assumes that phonomimes and
phenomimes are acquired independently, demonstrated strong
causal relationships. The analysis showed a significant causal
relationship from lexical knowledge to phonomimes (β = 0.59, p
< 0.001) and from lexical knowledge to phenomimes (β = 0.60, p
< 0.001).

6 Discussion

This study examined the acquisition of Japanese sound-
symbolic words by Chinese JFL learners, with a particular
focus on the developmental sequence commonly observed
among native Japanese-speaking children, namely, the
progression from phonomimes to phenomimes. Specifically,
we investigated whether Chinese JFL learners follow a similar
trail, beginning with the acquisition of more concrete, sound-
related phonomimes and subsequently acquiring more abstract,
context-dependent phenomimes. The findings provide valuable
insight into cross-linguistic differences in the acquisition of
sound-symbolic vocabulary, which is closely tied to the sensory,
linguistic, and cultural frameworks of native speakers.

As noted earlier in the introduction, certain sound–meaning
associations appear to reflect universal perceptual tendencies.
The “Bouba–Kiki” effect (Köhler 1929; Ramachandran and Hub-
bard 2001) shows that people across different cultures, including
non-literate groups like the Himba of Namibia (Bremner et al.
2013), tend to associate round shapes with soft-sounding words
like bouba and angular shapes with sharp-sounding words like
kiki. Similarly, Sapir (1929) found consistent cross-linguistic
associations between sounds like mal and mil and perceived
object size. These universal associations provide a foundation
for understanding how sound-symbolic words are acquired. In

Japanese, children tend to acquire phonomimes first, followed
by phenomimes and psychomimes (Akita 2009; Asano et al.
2015; Saji et al. 2011). This developmental sequence appears to
align with the cognitive accessibility of different sound-symbolic
types, startingwith direct sensory experiences andmoving toward
more abstract representations. In this sense, the progression
observed in Japanese-speaking children may reflect a broader,
universally grounded pattern of acquisition, whichmay serve as a
useful baseline when examining how second or foreign language
learners acquire sound-symbolic forms in Japanese.

While the developmental pattern observed in Japanese children,
acquiring phonomimes before phenomimes, may reflect a uni-
versally grounded sequence aligned with perceptual salience, the
results of our study suggest that such a pattern does not hold
for Chinese JFL learners. SEM analysis of Model 2 revealed that
lexical knowledge had independent and equally strong effects on
both phonomime and phenomime acquisition. This finding con-
tradicts the notion of a universal, staged progression. Instead of
acquiring sound-symbolic words through an innate, perceptually
driven sequence, Chinese JFL learners appear to acquire both
types of words through lexical development, with no evidence
of a natural progression from phonomimes to phenomimes. In
other words, their acquisition is shaped not by universal sensory
pathways, but by the accumulation of lexical knowledge likely
influenced by instructional exposure and language input. This
dissociation from the native developmental trajectory challenges
the assumption that iconicity alone ensures universal learnability
of sound-symbolic forms in a second language context.

Additionally, as shown in Table 1, some Japanese sound-symbolic
words may resemble familiar expressions in Mandarin. While
Feng and Tamaoka (2018a) have acknowledged the potential role
of phonological similarity, they also emphasize that Japanese
lexical knowledge plays a more critical role than surface-level
sound-form overlap in the acquisition of these words. If learners
were primarily relying on phonological resemblance to infer
meaning, we would expect a sequential acquisition pattern, first
acquiring phonomimes and then extending that knowledge to
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phenomimes, consistent with Model 1. However, this model
was not supported by our data. Instead, the structural equation
modeling results favored a parallel acquisition model (Model
2), in which phonomimes and phenomimes are learned inde-
pendently. This pattern suggests that learners approach each
sound-symbolic word as a distinct lexical item, rather than mak-
ing inferences based on cross-linguistic phonological similarity.
Therefore, phonological inference is unlikely to be the primary
mechanism guiding learner performance in this task.

The shift from a developmental to a parallel acquisition model
highlights key cross-linguistic differences in how sound-symbolic
words are learned. For native Japanese speakers, acquisition is
grounded in early and repeated exposure to culturally embedded
expressions through daily interactions and natural language use.
In contrast, L2 learners, such as Chinese JFL students, typically
lack a comparable system in their native language and have lim-
ited access to immersive cultural input. As a result, they tend to
approach sound-symbolic words through analytical, vocabulary-
oriented learning strategies. Consequently, phonomimes and
phenomimes are not acquired in a sequential, developmental
order but rather as separate lexical items. These findings under-
score the importance of targeted pedagogical approaches that
address the distinct cognitive and cultural challenges faced by L2
learners in acquiring Japanese sound-symbolic expressions.

7 Limitations

This study offers valuable insights into the acquisition of Japanese
sound-symbolic words by Chinese JFL learners, but several
limitations should be noted. First, the study focused on a
small set of 12 dual-use sound-symbolic words. Future research
should include a broader range, especially psychomimes, which
may present greater abstraction challenges. Second, the cross-
sectional design and focus on learners at a specific proficiency
level limit generalizability. A longitudinal approach would help
clarify developmental changes over time, and examining learners
across different levels and contexts would enhance applicability.
Third, the use of a multiple-choice test captures only receptive
knowledge. Future studies could incorporate experimental tasks
(e.g., Wang 2011) to assess deeper processing and production
abilities. These limitations point to the need for expanded lex-
ical coverage, more varied learner profiles, and methodological
diversity in future research.

8 Conclusion

This study examined how Chinese JFL learners acquire Japanese
sound-symbolic words, focusing on the distinction between
phonomimes and phenomimes. While learners performed better
on phonomimes than phenomimes, SEM revealed that the two
types are acquired independently rather than in a sequential,
developmental order. These findings contrastwith the acquisition
pattern observed in native Japanese speakers and highlight the
influence of linguistic and cultural background on JFL learning.
The results suggest that JFL learners approach sound-symbolic
words as discrete lexical items, underscoring the need for targeted
instructional strategies that account for their unique cognitive
and cultural challenges.
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