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Increasing ESL Adult Learners’ Awareness of Navigating Employment and Overcoming 

Language Barriers 

Introduction 

Many ESL adult learners have not had many opportunities to construct a resume because 

their current and previous jobs did not require a resume. Given that they have little experience 

constructing a resume and are attending classes to improve their English skills for better 

employment opportunities, ESL adult learners may benefit from learning the skills to create a 

professional job resume. Therefore, I created a two-day workshop on constructing a resume, 

using appropriate career-related language, and tailoring resumes to jobs for ESL adult learners at 

the Soledad Adult School in Soledad, California.   

Need Statement 

ESL adult learners have challenges when it comes to finding employment due to 

language and communication barriers. Navigating the system for acquiring employment, which 

primarily is in the English language, is particularly challenging for those who are not proficient 

in English.  In addition, because of their relatively recent arrival in the US, they may not have 

those skills to know the job-seeking process to successfully apply for a job. One of the main 

challenges immigrant ESL learners face is that they may need to permanently integrate into 

English for better job opportunities (Ramlan, Abashah, Samah, Rashid, & Radzi 2018). The adult 

education system is one of the first systems in which many immigrants participate to support 

their social, educational, and employment needs (Macias & Kephart, 2009).  For adult ESL 

learners studying English as a second language for career purposes, job applications and resume 

writing can be complex challenges for them to complete.  Along with the need to integrate into 

an English speaking society, another need for immigrant ESL learners is to gain confidence 
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communicating in English by applying their new language skills to sharpen their vocabulary by 

practicing outside the class and in applied situations like job inquiries ( Lope, Shappeck & Arxer, 

2016).  

ESL Learners experience emotional and cognitive stressors that lead to anxiety, fear, and 

difficulty remembering words and phrases in English (Hashemi, 2011). Besides the need to learn 

functional English, new adult immigrant ESL learners also have the need to learn ESL to 

improve their job skills and communication skills. Finding a job, creating a resume, completing a 

job application, and understanding the job hiring process may be especially challenging for those 

just learning English.  Much of their English language instruction may not cover sophisticated 

vocabulary and concepts associated with job seeking, and individuals may not have been 

exposed to similar processes in their home countries.  As a consequence, the ESL adult learners 

may have heightened anxiety about the processes. Face-to-face communication focuses most of 

the English language instruction in class, but in order to communicate professionally and 

effectively, incorporating written communication can also help achieve confidence (Macias & 

Kephart, 2009 ).  ESL learners can get help from their teacher, or other resources for job 

applications, and constructing a job resume. Adult learners entering the workforce lack the skills 

they need to be successful and have limited opportunities to acquire them based on language 

barriers based on their previous jobs that did not require them to need such skills to work 

(Consoli, Consoli, Gonzales, Orozco, & Vera, 2012).   

Research suggests that the cultural values of employees will affect their working style in 

many ways, from body language, communication style, time management, and problem-solving 

(Ramlan, Abashah, Samah, Rashid & Radzi, 2018) Cultural differences can also influence the 

immigrants in certain ways of doing things like complete tasks or interacting with each other 
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members in the workplace because of language barriers and communication styles. Many ESL 

learners feel intimidated to speak up and express their views and concerns for a certain job task 

they are to perform based on the lack of social language skills. So, for immigrant workers, they 

tend to perform their duties as they are instructed by the supervisor with no questions asked. In 

the Mexican culture questioning the supervisor is considered disrespectful and not tolerated in 

Mexico. As far as cultural differences in organizations the determining factors can indicate 

Hispanic employees tend to treat those in positions of authority with a great deal of respect. 

Theory 

According to David Kolb, in his experiential learning theory, adults tend to learn by 

emphasizing how doing, reflecting, and applying what was learned through the concept of each 

stage. In Kolb’s theory, connecting new information with the knowledge adults already have 

ensured better and faster comprehension, as well as retaining it long-term for more effective 

results. There are four stages of the experiential learning theory which are based on concrete 

experience, reflective observation, abstract conceptualization, and active experimentation. All 

these stages allow the learner to utilize techniques to have more effective outcomes each time a 

different choice is made if the first time the idea didn’t work out (Mcleod, 2017). One of the 

most important concepts in experiential learning is that adults learn when they connect the new 

knowledge with pre-existing knowledge. Meaning that adults take experiences from their past 

and effectively apply it to their future (Kelly, 1997).  

Kolb's experiential learning style theory is having a concrete experience in which adults try 

doing something without guidance and do something based on the information they already 

know. Which then leads to reflecting on what they tried to accomplish without guidance. This 

concept is important because it helps solidify if their experience worked, and how their memory 
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stores the old and new information. Now leading into abstract conceptualization that helps the 

learner use critical thinking and how the learner can improve their way of thinking to use certain 

words, or complete an activity. The final concept of active experimentation allows the learner to 

improve and create a new approach from the first approach. There is a never end to experiential 

learning as it repeats the cycle to allow the learner to continue to improve their skills and try new 

concepts. In my project, I am teaching ESL Adult learners about constructing a job resume and 

using career-related language that requires technical understanding in English.  Resume and 

career skills may be poorly understood by immigrants who may not have a cultural experience 

with how jobs are acquired and careers created in US culture. The workshop will help develop 

new vocabulary and concepts for the participants to apply to their resume writing and job search.  

Further, they will apply their learning by creating a resume for a job advertisement they find 

while in this workshop. Kolb specifically talks about how adult learners learn well through 

experiential learning.  Developing activities for them to understand the concepts and build up 

their English language skills to tailor towards the stages of experiential learning theory, prepares 

learners for acquiring and directing personal growth by compelling them to apply the knowledge 

they gained (Jenkins & Clark, 2017). Participants can feel more engaged and connected to the 

concepts as they use critical thinking, partner, or group work. (Mcleod, 2017). Through each 

lesson I have created, the participants will apply what they have learned from one lesson to the 

next and as a result have them use their experience to help build their own resume.  

Consideration of Diversity 

My project will be conducted at the Soledad Adult School in Soledad, California with the 

ESL advanced adult learners’ class. Soledad Adult School services 493 adult students in the 

program which 25 ESL advanced students are enrolled in my workshop (Soledad Adult School 
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data census, 2019-2020) In addition, Soledad Adult School has learners with English language 

skills as a barrier to employment at 56.14% (Soledad Adult School data, 2019-2020). Because 

my workshop will only be given in English, participants need to speak, write, and understand 

English well enough to participate in the resume workshop. The workshop will require them to 

understand the content enough to answer and ask questions about the sections I will cover. Also, 

reading and writing in English will require them to be proficient enough to complete the resume 

workshop activities. Those individuals who are not proficient in English may be excluded from 

participating.  If the audience were Spanish speaking, it is likely that the content would be easier 

for the participants to understand, write, and feel more confident in their resumes.  

Learning Outcomes 

I intend to provide two, 60-minute lessons to ESL adult learners enrolled in the Soledad 

Adult School in, Soledad, California.   

At the end of my project, participants will... 

1. Identify the important parts of a resume.  

(i.e, Skills, Education, Experience, objective, etc.) 

2. Demonstrate at least three appropriate verbs describing the duties of one previous work 

experience. 

3. Identify at least one job interest and indicate at least three modifications to the resume to 

suit the job and job description section of the resume. 

Methods 

 

Day 1 
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 First, I introduced myself and gave a brief explanation of why I was there. I opened up 

my presentation to start the session and first asked; what is a resume? I then asked what are the 

important parts of a resume? I then handed out the workshop packet for the first lesson (see 

Appendix A). I started my PowerPoint on my first lesson to go over the important parts of the 

resume (see Appendix B). I then instructed them to pull out the first activity that included two 

resumes to identify important parts of a resume based on the lesson. I gave them about 5 to 8 

minutes to complete the exercise. I brought the class back together to share what they highlighted 

and went over the answers together. Then, I presented my next lesson on what verbs are and how 

they should be used for constructing a job resume.  I asked them to pull out the activity resume 

form and write down their job or a previous job they had. (see Appendix C). I showed them an 

example of my own three verbs describing my job duties. I handed out a packet with professional 

verbs used for resumes and had them look through the sections that may apply to their job for 

about 10 minutes (see Appendix D). I asked them to write down on the activity sheet the three 

appropriate verbs describing what their job duties are, or were. This activity took them 

approximately 50 minutes to complete the best of their abilities. As we finished up this part of 

the session, I went over why using appropriate career-related language, and tailoring resumes to 

a job they may want. I went over my 60 minutes with this session but, wrapped up this day by 

having them look for one job interest to prepare the final session. The job they looked at was 

becoming a Numerator for the 2020 Census.  

Day 2 

On day two, I opened up by going over the last session and passed out a worksheet to 

start the new activity (See Appendix E) I then talked about how important it is to understand the 

type of job they are applying for and what information is needed to modify a resume to fit that 
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job description. Because the participants had chosen to apply for the 2020 Census taker 

(Numerator) I went over the job description and explained what type of skills may be needed for 

this job. I let them work on the worksheet and walked around to assist them in any way they may 

need my help. I only had 50 minutes to complete this last session before the Census 

representative came in to talk about the 2020 US Census to the participants. So, I then closed 

with a little gift for all who participated in the workshop which was a USB for them to save all 

their hard work. I let them know they can save all their work once we started working on the 

resume template on google docs the following week. I told them they could save and go back to 

make changes anytime when applying for a new job. I thanked them for their time and effort.  

But Unfortanelty because of Covid-19 I was unable to finish the resume on the google docs the 

following week.  

Results 

 

 Learning outcome 1 was that the participants would identify the important part of a 

resume ( i.e, Skills, Education, Experience, Objective, etc.).  I do believe this learning outcome 

was met. For the first lesson, in a presentation. I went over what the components of a resume 

were and what each should look like on a resume. The activity for the participants was a 

worksheet ( See Appendix A) where they had to match and insert the information into the correct 

place. The participants either worked alone, or in a group of about three to complete the activity 

(see Figure 1). Once the participants completed the activity, I went through each of the answers 

with them as a group and they shared what they answered.  In total, all 13 participants correctly 

identified all the important parts of a resume (see table 1).  

 Learning outcome 2 was for the participants to demonstrate at least three appropriate 

verbs describing the duties of one previous work experience. For activity 2, I went over what a 
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verb is and explained the importance of using the correct verbs to describe their job duties. I 

passed out a packet of lists of verbs that can be used on a resume. They were still a bit confused 

and did not understand the difference between skills and duties so I wrote out an example on the 

board for them (see Figure 2). After they wrote out their job duties, I went over to each student 

and sat with them so we can go over what they wrote out (see Figures 3 and 4). I then 

highlighted some of the verbs they used for their job duties and made some suggestions for the 

job duties and what type of verbs they used. I then took pictures of the participants’ worksheet 

after they were done for my evidence (see table 2 for results). I feel this learning outcome was 

partially met for some of the participants. However, it did take them a few examples to 

understand what job duties were and how to properly power up their verbs.   

 Learning outcome 3 was that the participants would indicate three modifications to the 

resume to suit the job and job description section of the resume. On the first day I started off with 

a total of 13 participants. On the second day only 9 participants returned to finish the last part of 

the workshop. Because they all wanted to apply for the Census Takers (Enumerators) position, I 

wanted them to come up with three soft skills to fit that job. First, I went over the job description 

and skills that may be required (see figure 5). I briefly went over what a soft skill was. Once 

again, the verb packet that was passed out from activity 2 the participants were able to use for 

this activity as well. The packet would help them navigate better language to use while 

completing this part of the activity. They wrote their sentences in the back of the form that was 

provided for them. For this lesson, given that there were only 9 participants for this day most of 

them were able to make three modifications to fit the job on the resume. I believe this learning 

outcome was overall. I went around and took pictures of their work and what they came up with 

(see table 3 for results). 
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Discussion 

I do believe that my project was successful. The participants were able to gain more 

knowledge and were engaged with the different activities. I think to ask the participants what 

they think a resume is and why it is important helped them clarify what they knew and didn’t 

know. It added more knowledge to what the participants already felt they knew. Based on David 

Kolb’s experiential learning theory, adults will access their past experiences and use them to 

accomplish an activity, or project without guidance. Once guidance is needed and obtained, they 

will apply new information to improve a new approach. Once the participants were asked if they 

knew what a resume was and the importance of the resume most stayed very quiet and realized 

they really didn’t know too much. As I went over the importance of a resume and what career-

related language to use they felt more comfortable with writing out their information on the 

worksheet. 

For the diversity, I believe my project included everyone in the class, but many of the 

ESL advanced adult students were not able to read that well and understand how to use proper 

verbs. Most of the participants were able to use their past knowledge of verbs to help them 

through the activities. Them being able to read proficiently enough in English really helped, but I 

realized their spelling and writing were a bit difficult to read. Because of poor comprehension 

skills and English not being their first language comprehension to the ESL adult learners is 

challenging. However this workshop has given them more insight on how to construct a job 

resume and use career-related English language. I do believe that using the English language 

they already learned from ESL classes, they were able to add more English language to their 

vocabulary.  
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If I had to do this over again, I would have liked to include the HiSet students for this 

workshop. Because  95% of the adult students are ESL learners these students are in a class that 

is preparing them to get their high school equivalency test (GED) to obtain a better job. I would 

have really liked to have all my participants finish the resume template and apply for the US 

Census job but was unable to due to Covid-19 shutting us down. Nonetheless, I believe this 

project would have been more effective if I had given better examples of verbs, soft skills, and 

the differences in job duties vs. job skills. I am proud to have worked with my students at the 

Soledad adult school where I work and giving them more opportunities for a job readiness 

workshop in our program and community.  
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Table 1 

Accuracy of participants’ responses on parts of a resume 

 

Identify important 

parts of a resume 

# of participants 

answering correctly 

N = 13 

Heading 100% 

Job Objective 100% 

Summary of 

qualification 

100% 

Work Experience 100% 
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Education 100% 

Skills and Abilities 100% 

Other 100% 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 2 

 

Participants’ accuracy on using correct verbs 

# of participants able to use Verbs 

N = 13 

yes No 

Participant 1 x  

Participant 2 x  

Participant 3 x  

Participant 4 x  

Participant 5 x  
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Participant 6 x  

Participant 7 x  

Participant 8  x 

Participant 9  x 

Participant 10  x 

Participant 11  x 

Participant 12  x 

Participant 13   x 
Table 3 

Participants’ able to indicate three modifications to fit the job description 

# of participants N=9 Yes No 

Participant 1 
x  

Participant 2 
x  

Participant 3 
x  

Participant 4 
x  

Participant 5 
x  
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Participant 6 
x  

Participant 7 
x  

Participant 8 
 x 

Participant 9 
 x 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1 

Participants engaging during activity one  
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Figure 2 

Examples and discussion on differences between Job duties vs. Job skills 
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Figure 3 

Results of participants’ and myself helping and working on verbs worksheet activity 
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Figure 4 

Results of participants’ and myself helping and working on verbs worksheet activity 
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Figure 5 

Participants’ engaging in modification lesson  
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Appendix A  

Activity one worksheet 
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Appendix B 

PowerPoint on constructing a resume 
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Appendix C 
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Worksheet for activity two 

 

Appendix D 
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Packet for a list of career-related verbs for resume 

 

Appendix E 

Worksheet for Activity on resume modification 
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Appendix F 

Capstone Presentation 
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