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Abstract 

Krumboltz’s learning theory of career counseling encourages individuals to recognize how past 

experiences, belief systems and perspectives influence their perspective of themselves as well as 

opportunities available to them. Happenstance theory, a section of Krumboltz theory suggests 

individuals recognize unplanned events as opportunities to explore for themselves and future 

career decisions. These will be directly applied to addressing career change for female educators 

experiencing workplace burnout, with specific examples of intervention application for this 

population. 

 Keywords: social learning theory, happenstance theory, career counseling, Krumboltz, 

educator burnout  
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Second Career Counseling with Burnout Educators: Krumboltz 

Learning Theory of Career Counseling (LTCC), developed by John Krumboltz, was 

developed to better understand and explain the series of events that lead someone towards and 

into a career path. Krumboltz proposes are multiple influences on how individuals make career 

choices and suggests the career developmental process occurs over the lifespan. An individual’s 

genetic factors, environmental conditions, life events, and overall learning experiences help 

shape the career path of choice. This in combination with personal skills, values, beliefs, and 

other qualities create either a barrier or a starting point for learning and new opportunities 

(Brown & Lent, 2020; Krumboltz, 2011).  

Krumboltz Social Learning Theory 

Krumboltz's original theory emphasized the importance of learning experiences and 

social influences on career development, suggesting that social interactions can strongly shift a 

person’s perspective of their career. This social learning is an important aspect of career 

development, focusing on genetic endowment, environmental conditions, learning experiences, 

and task approach skills (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2016). 

Four Tenants (Genetic, Environment, Learning, Task Approach) 

Genetic and environmental factors such as personality traits and economic status foster or 

hinder beliefs of additional career opportunities. As Krumboltz would suggest, it is necessary to 

understand how past experiences interact with current stressors and how supportive environment 

impacts future career goals (Imbibo, 1994; Krumboltz, 2009; Krumboltz et al., 2011). The 

person’s perspective of a career and their ability to accomplish a career, and the perspective of 

those around them, significantly influences their openness to pursuing a certain career choice. A 

person is less likely to pursue a career if they do not believe they can be successful in the field, 



SECOND CAREER COUNSELING   4 

but this can be changed with guidance from mentors or career counselors who encourage them 

(Brown & Lent, 2020, Smith & Ulvik, 2017). 

Krumboltz views the role of the career counselor as assisting someone in identifying their 

next career step and help them overcome a fear of making a mistake (Krumboltz, 2011). These 

can be considered task approach skills as the person is encouraged to try new experiences and 

assess how their social network may influence their perspectives. By reviewing feedback from 

these experiences, individuals can then make further decisions on future steps and problem solve 

ways to adapt towards a new skill (Krumboltz, 2009). It is important to assist the individual in 

clarifying the goal they have for their future and how they expect counseling to be of assistance. 

Action steps are then formed around their goals, encouraging individuals to act and lead the 

charge on their life. 

Learning Theory of Career Counseling 

Learning theory suggests that individuals learn best when receiving mentorship from 

individuals who are in the same field and have similar life experiences to their own, so increased 

diversity provides additional examples of success (Brown & Lent, 2020). These learning 

experiences foster connections for individuals to learn more about what experiences and 

outcomes occur with each other. Individuals can learn more about themselves through career or 

personality inventories and then can work to try new experiences to find new interests or 

strengths (Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2016). 

Happenstance Theory 

Happenstance theory provides a perspective to unplanned events that sees them as 

potential for opportunity when approached with curiosity, persistence, flexibility, and optimism 

(Niles & Harris-Bowlsbey, 2016). Unexpected changes directly threaten the perspective of 
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control someone may have of their life, and happenstance theory can help shift this type of 

negative event towards constructive action for the future (Krumboltz et al., 2011). 

 Murtagh et al. (2011) discusses certain considerations when professionals decide to make 

a career change that may not seem rational to others. Professionals may not always be able to 

identify a plan for their change, but there is often a direct influence on their decision to change. 

This nonintentional decision making align with Krumboltz's happenstance theory and being 

openminded to unplanned events to gain experience and better self-awareness. Krumboltz (2009) 

makes a point to address that happenstance is not waiting for fate, but instead active participation 

to explore opportunities and improve ability to view unexpected events as positive opportunities. 

Research shows that the period before a career change is often filled with doubt, whereas 

when the decision was made to move to a new career the individual felt more hope and certainty 

about the decision (Murtagh et al., 2011). Happenstance theory supports this notion of change 

and uncertainty as an avenue for launching new career choices (Brown & Lent, 2020), as there is 

a sense of unknown about whether someone would like something without trying it.  

Using happenstance theory, Krumboltz encourages individuals to lean into unexpected or 

happenstance events to open new opportunities and gain new experience and information (Brown 

& Lent, 2020; Krumboltz, 2009). These happenstance events begin at birth and occur throughout 

the life span, typically out of control of the individual experiencing them. He considers the goal 

of career counseling to help individuals better understand themselves to have satisfying lives, 

instead of the traditional belief that career counseling should help someone make a final career 

decision (Krumboltz, 2011). 

As with other theories, Krumboltz (2009) suggests that interventions should be 

specifically tailored to each individual, assessing their core beliefs and values, historical 
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experiences, social influences, and personal perspectives of self and the world. This will ensure a 

personalized approach to career development, improving counseling outcomes and improve 

success during a career change. Krumboltz (1994) developed the Career Beliefs Inventory to 

explore an individual's current career, what they need to be happy, external factors that may 

influence their decision, and their willingness to make personal change. These beliefs are often 

not recognized as limiting, but maybe unquestionable truth; therefore, assessing and correcting 

these beliefs using a cognitive intervention is essential to following through with a career goal. 

Application to Educators 

Teachers are starting to leave the educational field at high rates, creating an educational 

crisis in the US. Shortages increased during the COVID-19 pandemic, but researchers suggest it 

began a decade prior in 2009. Educators have reported that they do not want their own children 

to become teachers due to the challenges they are experiencing in the educational system. Most 

often there's discussion regarding safety concerns, inadequate pay and benefits, and challenges 

recruiting a diverse population of teaching professionals (Amitai & Van Houtte, 2022; Smith & 

Ulvik, 2017; Torres, 2012). High levels of burnout have created a significant increase in teaching 

vacancies, placing even higher stress levels and workloads on remaining educators (Peck, 2024; 

Webb & Schoffer, 2024).  

Studies have shown that K-12 teachers are leaving the field of education for many 

reasons, typically due to the intersection between personal factors and school concerns (Amitai 

& Van Houtte, 2022; Torres, 2012). Examples of these factors include difficulty with managing 

behaviors in the classroom, loss of autonomy, low achievement recognition, high workload, 

safety concerns, limited opportunities for professional growth, and overall lack of support from 

administration (Amitai & Van Houtte, 2022; Li et al., 2021). These challenges have created a 
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unique experience in the field of career counseling, as teaching professionals are exploring other 

career options after being an educator for many years (Amitai & Van Houtte, 2022). 

Krumboltz’s (2009) social learning theory highlights the importance of diversity in 

educators to increase exposure of diversity and provide new educators with mentors and support 

that have similar backgrounds to themselves (Coogan & Chen, 2007; Webb & Shoffner, 2024). 

Educators experience increased retention when supported through school policies and supportive 

environments (Li et al., 2021)., and mentorship may provide encouragement for an educator to 

realize their strengths and build self-efficacy, fostering resiliency during a career transition 

(Coogan & Chen, 2007). 

Research has also supported the benefits of mentoring for new educators to assist in the 

transition to their teaching role (Torres, 2012), so teachers leaving a career could benefit from 

connecting with another educator who previously left and was successful in their second career.  

Mentorship has also been identified as a mitigator for burnout development in teaching 

professionals (Li et al., 2021; Torres, 2012). From a learning perspective, educators may benefit 

from connecting with a more seasoned professional for support and guidance on managing the 

stressors of the education system (Webb & Shoffner, 2024). 

Happenstance theory provides multiple components for supporting educators who are 

starting a new career journey. Although educators may plan to leave the field, there are also 

potential opportunities for involuntary career change. This could come in the form of a school 

closing, economic recession, or a regional or global crisis that causes employment change. 

Educators who are looking to change careers or find new opportunities within their interests and 

expertise may benefit from the happenstance approach to encourage flexibility and openness to 
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new career opportunities. When exploring these new opportunities, educators can be encouraged 

to explore other interests or aspects of previous jobs that they found rewarding or beneficial. 

Career counselors can help educators view new experiences as an opportunity to further 

explore interest and foster additional positive unplanned experiences (Krumboltz, 2009; 

Krumboltz et al., 2011).  Failure can be reframed as a learning opportunity, and educators can be 

encouraged to use failed job interviews as practice for future successful ones.  Throughout the 

process of career counseling, educators should be encouraged to continue assessing goal 

satisfaction and pursue additional opportunities to research and gain information about a new 

career (Krumboltz, 2011; Li et al., 2021).  

Women in Education 

Female educators who are exploring a career change have unique needs that can be 

addressed through Krumboltz learning theory. Gender differences in the workplace create 

challenges specific to women and must be acknowledged to best address these within the context 

of a career change. Counselors working with women who are changing careers must consider 

personal and environmental factors influencing this career change, while recognizing their 

developmental stage (Coogan & Chen, 2007; Ronzio, 2011) Research remarks on the challenges 

women may have with balancing work and home responsibilities, greatly influenced by societal 

pressures and gender expectations (Coogan & Chen, 2007; Ronzio, 2011). 

 Women also may experience hormonal shifts that affect both physical and mental 

wellness, placing them at higher risk for burnout (Ronzio, 2011; Smith & Ulvik, 2017). Although 

this is not always the case, workplace discrimination may capitalize on these hormone shifts as a 

performance issue. Minority women are also at higher risk for challenges due to discrimination, 

and lower SES generally have higher stress due to financial instability (Coogan & Chen, 2007; 
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Ronzio, 2011). In addition, softer spoken or introverted women may have difficulty advocating 

for a needed change that would significantly improve their experience at work (Ronzio, 2011). 

Career counselors should be mindful of the unique needs of female educators as they approach a 

career change, and educators can be encouraged to find another female in their life who has 

experienced a secondary career change. Even if that person was not a teaching professional, there 

may be additional support while navigating emotional difficulties and stress related to a later 

career change. 

Career Counseling Interventions 

Educators who are interested in a career change will benefit from exploring personal and 

societal norms (Coogan & Chen, 2007) through the support of a career counselor. Counselors 

can help the person identify beliefs about themselves and the career opportunities available to 

them, and how these may differ from those in their social circle. This then provides opportunity 

for the individual to make better informed choices about their next steps and can explore 

concerns with communicating these to their social systems during counseling. 

Assisting an educator in recognizing belief systems that may be limiting their shifted into 

a new career involves assisting the individual in viewing these beliefs in a neutral way 

(Krumboltz, 1994). Krumboltz’s (1994) Career Beliefs Inventory can provide a lot of self-

awareness to educators who are considering a career change due to feeling burnt out or unhappy 

about working in education and provide new insights about interests and careers that may 

naturally align with their goals. 

Career counselors must also educate individuals on coping skills to manage work- and 

change-related stressors to best support the person during the change. Helping the educator 

identify achievable and concrete goals can foster a growth mindset by focusing on personal 
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development of skills. An educator would likely benefit from finding transferable skills they 

have learned during their teaching career and how this could be applied to a future career. 

Integration with Traditional Counseling 

Working with individuals who are experiencing burnout may not initially present to 

counseling for a career change but instead be looking for relief from stress or overwhelm. 

Teachers may present to counseling with a desire to work on stress levels and overall mental 

health, and then at find themselves discussing a desire for career change (Li et al., 2021). 

Counselors must be prepared to navigate the differing approaches of career and personal 

counseling to address each person’s unique needs (Imbibo, 1994).  

Through career counseling individuals can be encouraged to explore their intuition and 

positive emotions that may be associated with a career change. The counselor can help the 

individual focus on interests and passions, encouraging self-regulation while moving through 

uncertainty. Educators who are burnout may also find themselves making a career decision that 

may not seem rational or logical to others (Murtagh et al., 2011) and will need additional support 

navigating challenging social interactions. 

Krumboltz’s (2009) happenstance learning theory presents a helpful approach, suggesting 

that each event in someone’s life create new opportunities for other events, leading to more 

career opportunities. Individuals who enter counseling may also become more aware of 

workplace stressors or a desire to leave a career, and the counselor may need to provide support 

in how to best address these circumstances.  As individuals become more self-aware, they can 

better understand the crossroads between their personality, emotional needs, and stressors and 

how these interact with their career decision making (Imbibo, 1994; Krumboltz et al., 2011). 
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Conclusion 

 With the educational crisis, career counselors need to be prepared to address burnout and 

the potential for a career change in school-age professionals. Educators often present to 

traditional counseling due to stress, anxiety, and feelings of burnout; however, counselors must 

be prepared for the conversation potentially shifting to desire to change jobs or careers. 

Krumboltz’s theories provide general guidance in approaching unplanned events and career 

change and can be used to support educators in assessing past experiences and personal qualities 

to navigate career decisions. Each experience should be viewed as a potential for new 

opportunities, and when combined with reflective feedback can foster resiliency during career 

change.  
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