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Abstract
Graham Lock [1] in the course of learning a second language argues that learning a second language is hard work and for most people involves a considerable commitment of time and effort. The work may sometimes be enjoyable, but learners do not usually undertake such a task without the expectation of a pay off. Moreover, a lot of barriers have been found for language learning. According to Ely [2], the word ‘uncertainty’ denotes a feeling that for most people is not particularly unpleasant. This mental state is, however, commonly experienced by ESL learners, and it is a feeling that may inhibit students’ risk taking and interfere with their acquisition of new learning strategies. For ESL students who are participating in an unstructured role play situation or working in pairs to produce a written dialogue, the opportunities for uncertainty are endless: “Do I use past or present perfect here?” “Will that word I learned work in this sentence?” “Am I pronouncing the letters /ch/ in ‘chief’ as in the word ‘chef’?” Therefore, tolerance of ambiguity merits consideration in teaching ESL. If a student experiences a feeling of threat or discomfort when confronted with a linguistic uncertainty and is less inclined to take risks, learning may be hampered. Therefore, among the factors hampering learning, we can refer to affective factors as the most influential. The present research study was a case study to investigate the problems found to be the barriers to language learning of an EFL learner and the introduction of intervention programs to tackle with those problems. Maryam was a student at university who was found to have severe difficulty in language learning. Through applying the questionnaire of tolerance of ambiguity she was discovered to have suffered from factors to do with this affective factor. The intervention programs designed by the researcher helped Maryam to get over the problem and improve. The data analysis of the pre/post tests confirmed the assumption made by the researcher.
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​​INTRODUCTION AND SIGNIFICANCE OF THE PROBLEM

To Ehrman [3] manifestations of learning disabilities are probably more numerous than the kinds and clusters of learning disabilities themselves.  For example, some learning disabilities will lead learners to be very detailed oriented, as a way of getting control of the uncontrollable. Others promote a very global learning style.  She continues that despite wide differences among learning disabilities, a number of techniques can help you work more successfully with students who have them.  Ely [2] defines uncertainty as a mental state commonly experienced by ESL learners and the feeling that may inhibit students’ risk taking and interfere with their acquisition of new learning strategies.  Given the myriad opportunities for uncertainty in L2 learning, Ely [2] emphasizes, ESL teachers may well be interested in finding out to what degree and in what ways different students are affected by this feeling.  Fortunately, the field of psychology provides us with a concept and a theoretical framework for exploring such uncertainty: “tolerance of ambiguity”. Budner  refers to tolerance of ambiguity in Ely [2] as sources of threat.  Ely [2] further notes that if a student experiences a feeling of threat or discomfort when confronted with linguistic uncertainty and is less inclined to take risks, ESL learning may be seriously hampered.  

According to Kazamia [4] language learning is an extremely demanding. Learners are overwhelmed with new information that must be processed, assimilated and related to existing knowledge.  Unfortunately, as Kazamia points out, this is not an easy task.  The structure, the lexical items, the phonological and phonetic elements of any two languages do not relate one-to-one.  Whether learning takes place in the classroom or in naturalistic settings, whether language learning is geared towards communicative use or not, the learner has to deal with uncertainties stemming partly from this lack of total correspondence between any two languages.  A feature that helps learners to overcome uncertainties inherent in language learning is tolerance of ambiguity. 

Review of previous studies on language learning barriers and learning strategies
To Jones [5] learning styles are conceived not as fixed personality traits but as possibility processing structures resulting from unique individual programming of the basic but flexible structure of human learning. These possibility-processing structures are best thought of as adaptive states or orientations that achieve stability through consistent patterns of transaction with the world. More recently, the term "learning style" has emerged as a more common term or as a replacement term for "cognitive learning style". One main difference between the two concepts is that, whilst cognitive learning style is a bipolar dimension, learning style models are multidimensional rather than bipolar and encompass a range of variables including many of a non-cognitive nature, thus taking account of the more complex nature of the learning process.

Brown [6] points out that the way we learn things in general and the way we attack a problem seem to hinge on link between personality and cognition which is referred to as cognitive style.  He emphasizes that generally cognitive styles are referred to as learning styles when they are specifically related to an educational context, where affective and physical factors are intermingled. Brown [6] continues that learning styles might be thought of as cognitive, affective, and physical traits that are relatively stable indicators of how learners perceive, interact with and respond to leaning environment. Dozens of different styles have been identified so far.  Some of them have been identified to be potentially significant contributors to successful acquisition whereas some barriers have been found to block language acquisition. 

Ellis [7] argues that while L2 acquisition undoubtedly involves psycholinguistic processes of a general nature, it is also highly varied; especially with regard to the rate of learning and ultimate level of proficiency achieved.  MacWhinney [8] points out students of second language acquisition have long recognized the importance of the learner.  He continues that SLA models have often incorporated ideas from cognitive psychology regarding individual differences in attention, automaticity (Skehan and Foster [9], Schmidt [10], phonological rehearsal (Service & Craik, cited in MacWhinney [8]), short-term memory (McLaughlin, cited in MacWhinney [8]), long-term memory, auditory acuity, motivational levels, and learning styles (O'Malley & Chamot, [11]).  MacWhinney [8] emphasizes that this “skills” approach to language learning has led to solid advances in our understanding of the second language process. 

Age 
Bialystok [12] calls ‘age’ as a language learning barrier.  She argues that it is undoubtedly the case that the descriptive statement regarding the general success of younger learners in acquiring a second language is true.  However, the evidence does not provide convincing support for the claim that this advantage is the reflection of a sensitive period in learning. The course of second language acquisition by learners of different ages does not seem to fit the pattern required to consider that learning has been constrained by a sensitive period.  Bialystok [12] explains that three kinds of evidence are needed to support the causal statement regarding the superior ability of young learners to master a second language.  The first is that older learners are prevented from becoming native-like speakers of a second language.  The second is that second language proficiency and age of acquisition are negatively related up to the end of the sensitive period and unrelated after that.  This pattern is not clearly supported in either the literature or in the studies described in this article.  Third, the system, in this case linguistic knowledge, must be affected by the sensitive period learning in a plausible way. The influence of such factors as linguistic structure and testing medium on performance challenge this plausibility. Some theorists have attempted to avoid the conflict by subscribing to a compromise position in which some weakened version of a sensitive period is presumed to operate. 

Affective factors

Cohen and Norst [13] refer to affective factors as affective barriers to SLL.  Particularly, they emphasize that barriers to SLA are broadly subsumed under the rubric “affective factors”.  They continue that if the hypothesis of affective filter is accepted, then language fear is most certainly a manifestation of this filter. The affective filter sees the learners’ emotional states or attitudes as an adjustable filter that freely passes, impedes or blocks input necessary to acquisition.  The affective filter hypothesis states that acquirers with low affective filters seek and receive more input, interact with confidence, and are more receptive to the input they receive.  Anxious acquirers have a high affective filter which prevents acquisition from taking place.  It is believed that the affective filter (e.g. fear or embarrassment) rises in early adolescence, and that may account for children’s apparent superiority to older acquirers of a second language. 
 Ehrman [3] argues that language learning for real communicative use, especially in situations that demand structural and lexical precision, is an extremely demanding whole-person engagement.  It requires the learner to cope with information gaps, unexpected language and situations, new cultural norms, and substantial uncertainty.  She emphasizes that it is highly interpersonal, which is in itself fraught with ambiguities and unpredictabilities. Language is composed of symbols that are abstract and often hard to pin down. 

Anxiety 

Yan and Horwitz [14] reported  their results from the study on the effects of anxiety in language learning that it is not surprising that such a personal and ego-involving endeavor as language learning is the subject of feelings of anxiety, and it is important to understand how this anxiety functions in language learning. They employed a relatively qualitative approach to examine learners’ perceptions of the origins and consequences of anxiety in their language learning, and the resulting model suggests that personal issues strongly influence this anxiety.  The interrelationship between anxiety and motivation is especially interesting in that motivation has also been found to be a strong predictor of success in language learning, and motivation is clearly tied to other important learner variables such as goals, expectations, and learning strategies. They added that although motivation is generally conceived of as a positive trait with respect to language learning, it would also seem to play a role in affecting anxiety.  It is difficult, for example, to imagine an anxious learner who had no desire or need to learn the language. Thus, further attention should be directed to understanding the relationship between motivation and anxiety in language learning. Yan and Horwitz [14] confirm that language anxiety in an important language learning context, because of the interactions between and among personal variables related to language learning will take different forms in different contextual settings.  MacIntyre [15] raises the question, “Why do some people seek and others avoid L2 communication?” He discusses that there is no doubt that both language anxiety and language learning motivation play a role, and their effects can be observed over time.  He continues that models of motivation in psychology, and models of L2 learning motives, often employ concepts rooted in the learners’ past (e.g., attained proficiency, prior intergroup conflict, and existing personality traits) or in the learners’ future (e.g., plans and goals, possible selves, and language learning orientations).  Yet, to understand how motivational processes have an effect on actions such as communicative behavior, one must study the moment in which they are applied.  Dornyei [16] makes an important distinction between motivation to enter a situation and motivation to engage in effortful, task-related behavior within the situation.  MacIntyre [15] further confirms that the process of exercising volition provides a way to specify how motivational tendencies are enacted in the moment-to-moment choices we make, such as choosing to speak up or to remain quiet.  He devotes a great deal of attention to describing the long-term patterns and relationships among trait-level or situation specific variables that are observed all over the world in his study.  The volitional act of speaking requires the coordination of a set of driving and restraining forces that may operate with or without the speaker’s explicit awareness.
L1 transfer
The other source of learning difficulty has been discussed to be interference from L1.  Koda [17] expresses the relationship between reading comprehension and language transfer. She refers to Meta-linguistic awareness as the ability to identify, analyze, and manipulate language forms.  As such, it relates directly and centrally to the core task of learning to read (i.e., making links between a language and its writing system).  Specifically, the significance of meta-linguistic awareness lies in its capacity for enabling learners to segment words into their phonological and morphological constituents, helping them deduce how spoken language elements are mapped onto the graphic symbols that represent them.  Finally, within the experience-based view of learning, the mechanism of transfer is explained. Such elucidation is useful because it clarifies how reading sub-skills, developed in one language, are incorporated in learning to read in another language. Koda [17] further adds that transfer has long been a major theoretical concept in L2 research.  Despite its centrality, however, there is little agreement as to what constitutes transfer. He continues that traditionally, transfer is seen as learners’ reliance on L1 linguistic knowledge.  For example, Krashen viewed transfer in Koda [17] as the resultant state stemming from learners’ falling back on old knowledge, or L1 rules, when new knowledge is not yet sufficiently developed.  Similarly, Gass and Selinker (1983 cited in Koda [17] ) regarded transfer as use of previously acquired linguistic knowledge, which results in inter-language forms.  Odlin (1989) also endorsed in Koda [17] that the general thrust of the contention that transfer manifests learners’ reliance on L1 knowledge.  He argued that transfer is the influence from similarities and differences between the target language and any other language that has been previously acquired.  Koda [17] demonstrates that these views of transfer share three assumptions.  First, what is transferred is linguistic knowledge, conceived as a set of rules. Second, the reliance on L1 knowledge, more or less, is associated with an insufficient grasp of L2 rules. Third, transfer tends to cease when L2 linguistic knowledge has sufficiently developed.  The clear implication is that once adequate proficiency is attained, learners’ L1 knowledge plays no role in explaining individual differences in L2 learning as well as the resultant knowledge.

Tolerance of ambiguity as a significant barrier to language learning

Brown [6] defines ambiguity tolerance as the degree to which you are cognitively willing to tolerate ideas and propositions that run counter to your own belief system or structure of knowledge.  He continues that in second language learning a great amount of contradictory information is encountered: Words that differ from the native language, rules that not only differ but that are internally inconsistent because of certain exceptions and sometimes a whole culturally system that is distant from that of native culture.  Brown [6] emphasizes that successful language learning necessitates tolerance of such ambiguities. Chapelle and Roberts [18] put four types of ambiguous situations:

· Novel situations: Situations in which there are no or insufficient familiar cues.

· Complex situations: Situations in which there are too many cues to take into account. 

· Insoluble situations: Situations in which the cues suggest different structures and 

· Unstructured situations: Situations in which the cues cannot be interpreted.
They argue that an L2 situation can be considered ambiguous because of the characteristics it shares with each of the four kinds of ambiguous situations.  An L2 situation is considered “novel” by learners because the grammatical, lexical, phonological and cultural cues are unfamiliar and therefore insufficient for them to construct a meaningful interpretation.  On the other hand, these cues may be perceived as being too numerous to interpret, resulting in a “complex” situation. Similarly, a learner may interpret these multiple language cues as contradicting each other, rendering the situation “insoluble.” Also, because language cues in many cases cannot be interpreted by the learner, the situation can be perceived as “unstructured”.   Of course, L2 situations vary with respect to the amount of ambiguity present in each kind.  Although ambiguity is present in any L2 situation, there is less in a formal language class in which individual elements of language are isolated for study than in an immersion situation in which the learner has to attend to all language cues simultaneously. A learner with little ambiguity tolerance would be at a greater disadvantage in a situation with greater ambiguity.

According to Johnson [19], concepts and expressions in any two languages do not relate one-to-one. It should not be surprising that a key to doing well in language learning aimed at real communicative use is tolerance of ambiguity.  The importance of ambiguity tolerance shows up in a number of cases in which students who lack it are in considerable trouble.  Naiman et al. (1978) reported in Johnson [19] their research resulted in the fact that those who are tolerant of ambiguity are better language learners than those who are not.  They continued that there was a connection found between proficiency and tolerance of ambiguity that it is strong at the early stages, and this might cause the learners to give up learning at the early stages.  Owen and Sweeny [19] discuss that the connection between ambiguity and learning raises many possible research questions.  They studied the relationships between the predictor variables of ambiguity tolerance levels and assignment ambiguity levels and the criterion variables of assignment performance, learning, and project satisfaction.
Their goals were to compare and evaluate different ambiguity tolerance instruments and to verify their experimental methodology in the classroom. Their findings are not only promising but may provide more insight into student learning. Controlling ambiguity can have a positive impact on learning if we better understand these relationships. One of the potential implications of this research includes that by reducing or eliminating ambiguity from certain learning situations we may be able to improve student learning and performance. Another possible implication is that an assessment of the ambiguity tolerance of individual students may be useful when assigning students to project groups.  Depending on the learning objectives of the project, it may be useful to group students of similar ambiguity tolerance levels or to try and randomize the distribution of students of different tolerance levels.  Finally, the controlled introduction of varying levels of ambiguity may improve each individual’s ambiguity tolerance level or enhance the individual’s ambiguity coping strategies.
Ely [2] explains three areas for tolerance of ambiguity in language learning.  

· Learning individual linguistics elements (phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic, etc.

· Practicing language learning skills.

· Adopting those skills as permanent strategies.

In the first area, according to Ely [2], it is not difficult to see why discomfort can lead students to resist the acquisition of individual elements of language.  For example a student whose native language does not distinguish between ‘unreal’ and ‘real’ conditions.  Each time the student attempts to use the English conditional system, he or she may experience uncertainty about whether a particular situation is a ‘real’ or an ‘unreal’ one.  Ely explains the next area saying that in this area intolerance of ambiguity needs to be dealt with in learning of new skills, such as brainstorming in the writing process, listening for contextual clues, or controlling spoken input to make it more comprehensible.  Here the potential for linguistic uncertainty is even greater than in the learning of linguistic elements because teachers often have ESL students work with learning strategies that involve considerable risk taking, such as guessing meaning or gathering information from native speakers outside the classroom. The third area can be involved in strategy training, in which we not only have students practice a particular skill, but also prepare them to use the skill on their own in the future. 
Among a few studies which have been done on the effects of the tolerance of ambiguity on the language learning we can refer to that of Chapelle and Roberts [18] They reported the results of their investigation of the relationship between two learner characteristics of ambiguity tolerance and field independence and adult learners’ acquisition of English as a second language in the United States.  They resulted that the importance of ambiguity tolerance in L2 acquisition is evidenced by the fact that it was a significant predictor of performance on the TOEFL.  However, the expected relationship was not found between ambiguity tolerant and the oral test of communicative competence, in which a great deal of ambiguity should have been perceived. However, on the tests related to structure (sub-part of TOEFL and multiple choice structure) and listening (sub-part of TOEFL and dictation) there was no relationship between performance at the beginning of the semester and ambiguity tolerance but at the end of the semester the relationships were significant.  Apparently, then, during the course of the semester, those students with higher levels of ambiguity tolerant had an advantage in acquisition of English structure and listening comprehension.

Regarding the studies done and the reported results, the researcher was induced to study the issue. Therefore, the researcher was induced to study tolerance of ambiguity as a barrier to second language acquisition and tried to use some intervention programs to tackle this problem. Thus, the following research questions were raised:

1) Is tolerance of ambiguity an indication of second language learning barrier?

2) Can it be tackled by the teacher’s assistance?

THE CASE STUDY
Regarding the negative aspects of uncertainty of tolerance of ambiguity in L2 learning and how harmful it can be, the following research questions were raised:
1) Is tolerance of ambiguity an indication of second language learning barrier?

2) Is tolerance of ambiguity 
Instruments


1. Ely [2] ’s second language tolerance of ambiguity scale. This questionnaire includes 12 items. (Ely [2], pp, 216-217). 
2.  Fowler and Coe’s [20] validated Nelson English language proficiency test. This test was piloted and validated with the reliability estimate of .89.

Procedure

In order to come up with a suitable case for the study, the researcher administered the tolerance of ambiguity questionnaire to the whole population of 55students studying grammar 2 at Karaj University.  Maryam, who scored 12, was found the suitable case study, after studying all the questionnaires. To estimate Maryam’s initial language proficiency, she took the Nelson proficiency test.  She scored 12 out of 40. The treatment started by asking Maryam to take part in remedial classes not in regular class hours for about 45 minutes once a week.  She was briefed the reason and was extremely happy for being given such a chance. The very first session the researcher asked Maryam to talk about herself and her back ground in English. All class interactions were audio-taped.  
“ ….I didn’t attend any classes for high school.  I taught myself at home without a teacher’s help. I am married.  I have a 3-year old son.  I had a lot of difficulties in studying.  Most of the time I don’t understand English grammar. I know a few words in English and when I read I can’t guess the meaning. Most of the time I am uncertain about my answers.…”


The interview with Maryam ascertained the researcher that she extremely suffered from ambiguity in her language learning. The researcher started the treatment by teaching her very basic structures of English. The exercises or the tasks assigned for her were all taken from real world situations.  Maryam was assured that her uncertainty could be resulted from her incomplete competence in English.  “The more you know, the less problems you will have”, the researcher said.  Therefore, she tried to increase her competence by studying and the researcher’s guide.  Raising her consciousness was one of the strategies used to tackle her problems with ambiguity in language learning. This was done by corrective feedback.  Her errors were corrected either explicitly, by providing the correct form, or implicitly using different techniques such as elicitation (according to Lightbown and Spada [22]). 

For the next stage to help Maryam to get over her problem in reading comprehension and embarrassment facing new words, the researcher used some reading texts and wanted her to read and summarize them.  The texts used were ordered according to difficulty from very easy to difficult.  She was asked some comprehension questions.  After some practice she found herself more tolerant with the new words in the reading texts.  At first the language used was her native language (L1) but the instructor gradually decreased using the L1.  The researcher then felt more comfortable speaking in L2 since Maryam had become more tolerant with the unknown words and did her best to understand everything in L2.  Each time she could answer the questions correctly she became very much motivated to be asked more.  After giving the summary and answering the comprehension questions, the researcher required her to guess the unknown words and helped her how she could guess them using the other words in the texts as the clues. After some sessions she showed considerable improvement in guessing words’ meanings in context.  She was also assigned to bring some reading texts herself for the following sessions.  
One of the problems with the learners who are not tolerant for the ambiguity is considering the two languages completely different.  Therefore, the other strategy the researcher used to deal with her case’s problem was the contrastive analysis. The researcher chose some structures in English and drew her attention to the features that are common in both languages (Persian and English), for example, relative clauses.Finally, on the last session the research administered the same pre/post test of questionnaire and Nelson proficiency test to investigate Maryam’s improvement. 

DATA ANALYSIS
Maryam’s score in the Nelson proficiency test was 12.  She took the same tests after the treatment and scored 39. Without any statistical analysis it is clear that she has considerably improved.  Maryam was given the questionnaire of tolerance of ambiguity before the treatment. That questionnaire consists of 12 items. The responses are Likert scale format with a set of four responses: Strongly Agree (SA), Agree (A), Disagree (D), and Strongly Disagree (SD).  Ely put the scoring scales after the   questionnaire: SA: 4, A: 3, D: 2, SD: 1. Maryam scored 39 in the pretest. Her score was put in the scale given in the questionnaire: 
MORE TOLERANT OF AMBIGUITY                                                              LESS TOLERANT OF AMMBIGUITY

<--------------------------------------------------------------------------------------*-----------------------(
            12                                                                                  39              48                                                                       

As you can see in the diagram her score is counted as “less tolerant of ambiguity”. Therefore, the first research question was answered. That is, tolerant of ambiguity has been found to be an indication of second language learning barrier. Analyzing her answers (SD: 4) to the items 1, 3, 4, 6, 7, 9, 10, in the questionnaire confirms her intolerance to ambiguity.  After the treatment the same questionnaire was given to her.  She scored 18 (this is shown on the following diagram).  This considerable change indicates the significant improvement in Maryam’s perspective and styles in second language learning. 

MORE TOLERANT OF AMBIGUITY                                                             LESS TOLERANT OF AMMBIGUITY

<---------------------*----------------------------------------------------------------------------------------(
       12              18                                                                                                   48                                                         

Consequently, the second research question was also answered that the researcher (the teacher) could help the learner’s problems. 

CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION
Students are constructing their own knowledge by testing ideas based on their prior knowledge and experience and applying these to a new situation.  This constructivist framework, according to Stepp-Greany [23], includes the affective domain which refers to the student's feelings about learning, his or her confidence about learning, and the knowledge of how he/she learns best.  She continues that student feelings may be enhanced not only through opportunities for collaboration, but also for autonomy and self-regulated learning. Self-regulated learning should include error recovery activities that allow reasoning to flow out of a mistake, resulting in a positive feeling of empowerment, rather than the negative feeling that may result when students are simply given a correction with a judgment.  Stepp-Greany [23] emphasized that in a constructivist environment, students must be given the encouragement to guess at solutions and the freedom to feel some level of ambiguity about a given topic. These encouragements may be provided within the program. Such supports may help students make intelligent inferences about meaning, increase tolerance for ambiguity, and provide motivation for the learner to take responsibility for his/her own learning. In the second language classroom environment, what undoubtedly influences learners’ learning outcomes is their interpretation of interpersonal teacher behavior.  So, in language learning, the teacher plays the main role. Language learning is a hard work and for some even it requires a lot of effort and time commitment, according to Lock [1]. The role or the teachers is to discover the learners’ problems and try to find the best solutions. 

Maryam was found to be an English language learner who suffered from tolerance of ambiguity. Tolerance for ambiguity is a style dimension of language learning (Oxford [24]).  The researcher tried to identify her problems which had been the barriers in her learning. Not only the results of the post test but also her statements revealed the effects of the intervention programs designed by the researcher. This finding is consistent with the intuitive notion that a person who is more comfortable with ambiguity will function better in an L2 environment.

Defining good language learners in terms of cognitive/ affective characteristics requires describing the learning strategies that facilitate their success.  Empirical research is needed to provide evidence for the assumption that, for example, the learner with a great deal of ambiguity tolerance does indeed make logical inferences concerning language cues and that those inferences facilitate his success on particular L2 tasks. When some of the strategies of good language learners have been identified the subsequent question can be faced: Can good language learner strategies be taught to less successful learners? Regardless of whether good language learner strategies can be taught, there remains a question of how learners with particular cognitive/affective characteristics should be taught.  Because L2 acquisition is a multi-faceted task and learners with varying degrees of ambiguity tolerance and field dependence may prefer and excel in different situations, it may be appropriate to match teaching approaches to students.  In short, it is not appropriate to assume that all learners will benefit from the same kind of L2 instruction; it is one of the tasks of researchers to determine how instruction ought to vary from one learner to another.
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