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Abstract

This paper reports the challenges experienced by teachers in supporting 
children with autism (CA) in primary schools in Tanzania. It is a qualitative 
study that employed purposive sampling technique to select seven primary 
school teachers of CA from two schools. Data were collected using a semi-
structured interview and were analysed thematically. The findings of the 
study revealed that teachers experience challenges when supporting CA 
due to inadequate knowledge in managing the behaviours of CA. Also, 
teachers received little collaboration from parents of CA due to a lack 
of commitment to the education of their CA. The paper recommends for 
continuous professional development training to teachers of CA to enhance 
the acquisition of updated knowledge and skills for supporting CA. Also, 
there is a need for effective collaboration between teachers and parents 
for the successful support of CA.
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Introduction
Supporting children with autism (CA) in developing daily living skills at schools 
is one of the vital roles of teachers. United Nations [UN] (2007) defines autism 
as a lifelong developmental disability that manifests itself during the first three 
years of life resulting from a neurological disorder that affects the functioning 
of the brain. It is marked by the presence of impaired development in social 
interaction, communication abilities, and repetitive or rigid behaviours (Hallahan 
et al., 2012; Manji & Hogan, 2013; UN, 2007). It requires knowledgeable and 
committed teachers to provide effective assistance to CA due to diverse need among 
them. The disparity in developmental features makes it a challenge to teachers 
when supporting children with autism. Globally, the prevalence of autism is 
increasing exponentially as from 2006 to 2022 the rate has increased from 1:500 
to 1:100 respectively (William, 2006; World Health Organisation [WHO], 2023). 
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This trend is attributed to professional and parental awareness, improved screening 
and identification, and the growth of professional organisations advocating services 
for children with autism (Obrusnikova & Dillon, 2011).

The magnitude of CA has led to a significant increase of such children in schools 
leading to a need for teachers with appropriate knowledge and skills to accommodate 
the needs of CA (Busby et al., 2012; Murray, 2015). Despite the increased number 
of CA in schools, teachers and schools in Alabama-USA seem to be unprepared 
to address their needs because teaching CA effectively requires highly trained 
teachers in which a regular classroom teacher seems not to have the specialised 
skills needed to address the needs of CA (Busby et al., 2012). Moreover, the 
professional knowledge base of teachers and their experiences of accommodating 
the needs of CA in some areas like Ontario and Toronto in Canada is not known 
due to the paucity of studies (Lindsay, 2013; Sally et al., 2013). 

Supporting CA seems to be a challenging aspect among teachers due to the variation 
of symptoms, severity, and combination of impairments among CA (Alberta 
Learning, 2003; Busby et al., 2012; McDougal et al., 2020). Such variations make 
it a trick for teachers to fully understand and relate to CA (Blacher et al., 2014; 
Manti et al., 2013; Murray, 2015). This calls for specialized and flexible teachers 
to adapt the curriculum or modify activities to suit the needs of CA (Busy et al., 
2012; McDougal et al., 2020).

In Tanzania, the number of CA in pre-primary and primary schools has been 
increasing within the past six years from 1108 pupils in 2016 to 2237 in 2021 
(Ministry of Education, Science and Technology [MoEST], 2016; 2021). The 
circumstance requires proper efforts to make sure teachers have the appropriate 
knowledge and skills to support CA in developing adaptive skills for them to 
become independent in their life.

Correspondingly, the curriculum for certificate for teacher education in special needs 
in Tanzania identifies three categories of disabilities that prospective teachers are 
supposed to specialise such as blind, deaf and intellectual impaired (II) including 
autism (Tanzania Institute of Education [TIE], 2019). This means that teachers 
in intellectual impaired are expected to be trained in handling both pupils with II 
and those with autism regardless of their variations in needs. From this context, 
the question of whether the prospective teachers of the identified category are 
being equipped with adequate knowledge and skills for supporting CA has been 
a matter of interest. 

In addition, the curriculum directs prospective teachers in II and autism to 
attend sixteen (16) lessons per week; out of which twelve (12) lessons focus on 
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accommodating children with II and the remaining four (4) focus on CA (TIE, 
2019). This implies that prospective teachers are guided to attend more lessons 
on II than those on autism. Variation in lessons suggests that prospective teachers 
are mostly focusing on supporting pupils with II rather than pupils with autism. 
Effective support to CA requires skillful teachers in modifying curriculum, preparing 
Individualised Education Plan (IEP) and addressing challenging behaviours of CA; 
however, the allocated number of lessons to autism seems to be insufficient for 
prospective teachers to become conversant with the demands of CA. The situation is 
likely to pose challenges in ensuring successful support to CA in schools. This paper 
was set out to explore challenges experienced by teachers for proper intervention 
can be directed to addressing the challenging situations for the betterment of CA.

Tungaraza (2014) reports on the great challenge of training enough teachers for 
children with special needs in Tanzania attributed to limited special needs teachers’ 
training colleges. Also, teachers reported shifting from the field of special needs 
education to other fields due to lack of support and motivation in teaching children 
with special needs. All these might lead to an inadequate number of special needs 
education teachers including autism in Tanzanian schools. Similarly, Tungaraza 
(2014) reports that inadequately trained tutors and insufficient teaching and learning 
materials are some of the challenges prospective teachers are experiencing in special 
needs teachers’ training colleges in Tanzania. These might impede training those 
teachers; hence graduating with insufficient professional knowledge and skills to 
support CA effectively. 

Inadequate teachers training might impede teachers of CA in developing social 
interaction with CA as Blacher et al. (2014) put it clear that; inadequate knowledge 
about autistic mannerisms may affect teachers’ ability to develop social interaction 
with CA hence leaving them at a greater risk of behavioural problems such as 
bullying, which may influence school dropout. In addition, teachers’ confidence in 
supporting CA is likely to be affected by a failure in understanding and managing 
behaviours of CA, limited knowledge in developing an individualised education 
plan, lack of appropriate resources, limited time to collaborate with parents and 
large size of classes (Busby et al., 2012; Lindsay et al., 2013; McDougal et al., 
2020). Therefore, for teachers of CA to work effectively, they need to be equipped 
with relevant knowledge and skills and accompanied by adequate resources.

Education plays a vital role in enhancing CA to learn socialisation, adaptive skills 
and communication (Manti et al., 2013); thus, sufficient knowledge and skills 
among teachers become an important factor for them to be in a better position of 
supporting CA effectively. Moreover, collaboration among teachers and parents 
of CA is fundamental to adequate education of CA (Busby et al., 2012; McDougal 
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et al., 2020). Teachers of CA have to work in partnership with parents of CA to 
ensure consistency between support being provided to CA at school and home 
environment. This is likely to foster improvement in CA; to ensure effective 
implementation of education programs for CA, teachers of CA are supposed to be 
competent in making collaboration with parents of CA (Alberta Learning, 2003; 
Busby et al., 2012).

Despite the increasing number of CA in recent years in Tanzanian primary schools, 
much is not known about the challenges encountered by teachers when supporting 
children with autism in primary schools in Tanzania. This necessitated the researchers 
to conduct the current study, which investigates the challenges facing teachers in 
supporting CA in Tanzania’s special units placed in primary schools. 

Purpose
The purpose of this study was to explore challenges teachers encounter in supporting 
CA in special units placed in Tanzanian primary schools. 

The study was guided by two key questions:

i.	 What challenges do teachers face in supporting CA in schools?

ii.	 What challenges do teachers face in making collaboration with parents of CA?

Literature Review 
Teachers’ experiences with CA vary from one context to another depending on the 
availability of teaching and learning materials, the presence of ongoing in-service 
training and support from the government and school administrators. Studies 
conducted in England and Canada revealed that teachers experienced challenges 
in understanding, addressing autistic characteristics and identifying environmental 
factors that lead to anxiety among CA (Cook and Ogden, 2021; Sally et al., 2013). 
In addition, teachers seemed to experience inadequate resources in supporting CA 
consequently hindering the provision of effective support to CA in classrooms. 

Furthermore, the study conducted in the United States by Busby et al. (2012); 
Obrusnikova and Dillon (2011) revealed that teachers face challenges in controlling 
inattentive and hyperactive behaviours of CA. Such challenges limit teachers in 
supporting CA to follow instructions; understand what they teach hence spending 
more time controlling such behaviours while teaching. Moreover, in Alabama-USA, 
Busby et al. (2012) found teachers reported making collaboration with parents of 
CA and preparing individualized education plans as challenges in teaching CA 
as they require extra time for teachers to fulfill such roles. This implies, proper 
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training on managing behaviours of CA and establishing effective collaboration with 
parents of CA are highly needed for teachers to provide desirable support to CA. 

Additionally, the study conducted in South Africa by Numisi et al. (2020) found 
that teachers do experience challenges in collaborating with parents of CA because 
parents were not committed to the education of their CA, and they were unable to 
fulfill the parental role to their children and they held unrealistic expectation on 
them. Such findings suggest that parents had a limited understanding of ways of 
supporting their CA and the benefit of collaborating with teachers for the betterment 
of their CA. Also, a lack of commitment to the education of their CA is likely to 
affect teachers’ commitment to support CA. So there is a need for teachers to be 
trained in ensuring effective team working with parents of CA for desirable results.

The findings from the study conducted by Edward (2015) in Tanzania revealed 
that teachers of inclusive schools indicated poor pre-service training on autism, 
lack of in-service training, limited time to include CA, lack of relevant teaching 
and learning materials and lack of cooperation with parents of CA as challenges 
in effective inclusion of CA in the learning process. This implies that teachers 
in inclusive schools need in-service training on effective inclusion of CA during 
teaching and learning and maintaining collaboration with parents of CA. 

Studies on challenges encountered by teachers in supporting CA in special units are 
scarce. Moreover, most studies on the experience of teachers in teaching CA have 
focused on teaching them in inclusive classes (Cook and Ogden, 2021; Edward, 
2015; Lindsay et al., 2013; McDougal et al., 2020; Obrusnikova& Dillon, 2011; 
Sally et al., 2013) and not in special needs education units. Therefore, this paper 
intended to fill the gap by exploring challenges facing teachers in supporting CA 
in special needs education units placed in Tanzania primary schools. 

Methodology
This is a qualitative study that employed phenomenological design, which focused 
on describing and interpreting teachers’ lived experiences in supporting CA. This 
design was considered appropriate because it enabled the researchers to inquire 
about the lived challenges experienced by teachers supporting CA. The study 
involved two special education units dealing with CA; one was attached to a 
public primary school and the other one to a private primary school. The diverse 
experiences of teachers in supporting the CA in the two institutions provided 
the researchers with rich information required for a clear understanding of the 
challenges encountered by teachers. Purposive sampling was used to select seven 
teachers, two from the government unit and five teachers from the private unit 
who participated in the study. All teachers who participated in this study had more 
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than two years of working experience. Their experiences were significant for the 
study. They provided in-depth information related to the study.

A semi-structured interview was used to collect information from the teachers. 
The researchers used an interview guideline which helped to have consistency 
in exploring teachers’ challenges in supporting CA. Interview sessions ranged 
between 23-44 minutes. Interviews were conducted at the school premises, in 
which the researcher requested a private room from the school administration 
to ensure participants were free to share their experiences without fear of being 
heard by other people. 

Research ethical issues have been adhered to; before going to the field, the researchers 
obtained research clearance from the University of Dar es Salaam and a research 
permit from relevant authorities for fieldwork. Furthermore, before the interview 
sessions, participants were informed of the purpose of the study to obtain their 
consent to be involved in the study. To ensure the anonymity of both participants 
and study areas, letters were used to identify schools, in which letter A represents 
the government school and letter B represents the private school. Numbers were 
used to represent teachers instead of using their actual names. 

Data were analysed inductively using a thematic analysis approach. The approach 
seemed to be appropriate in this study because it provided the researcher with 
accessible and systematic procedures for generating codes and themes from the 
collected data. The researchers familiarised with the collected data by reading 
and re-reading transcriptions while coding features of data which seemed to be 
meaningfully related to research questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Clarke & 
Braun, 2017). The themes that revealed challenges that teachers encountered 
in supporting CA were further analysed to come up with two groups of themes, 
namely challenges associated with meeting the demands of CA and those related 
to collaboration with parents of CA. 

Findings and Discussion

Demographic characteristics of participants
The study involved seven female teachers; whereby two teachers were selected from a 
government school, and five teachers from a private school. All teachers were females. 
This can be attributed to the view that male teachers often hold negative attitudes 
towards CA (Victor, 2020). A negative attitude is likely to impede male teachers’ 
tolerance and persistence when encountering challenges in supporting CA. Hence it 
makes it possible for them to shift from special education units to ordinary schools. 

Moreover, all teachers had a background in special needs education, two of them 
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were certificate holders and five were diploma holders. Therefore, all teachers 
involved in this study were qualified to teach CA.

This study was guided by the following two questions: i. What challenges do 
teachers face in supporting CA in schools? ii. What challenges do teachers face 
when collaborating with parents of CA? The findings are presented in the following 
themes and subthemes.

Challenges in meeting the demands of children with autism
Meeting the demands of CA requires teachers with adequate knowledge, skills 
and materials to support children in realising their full potential. This study has 
found that teachers of CA face two main challenges in meeting the demands of CA. 
These challenges are insufficient knowledge of autism and inadequate financial 
and material resources.

Insufficient knowledge of autism among teachers as a challenge in meeting 
the demands of the CA
Study findings have revealed that teachers of CA were facing challenges in meeting 
the demands of CA due to insufficient knowledge. Despite having a background 
in special needs education; teachers reported having insufficient knowledge to 
effectively support CA. This was further insisted by teacher 1 from school A, 
who reported:

The knowledge I have is not sufficient to ensure effective support 
to CA; sometimes I fail to understand what to do when the child 
shows destructive behaviours... We are not trained on how to assist 
children with autism in this institution. What we normally do when 
we encounter difficulties is to ask teachers from another school on 
how they handle a similar situation (School A, Teacher I).

The quotation above indicated that insufficient knowledge among teachers limits 
their efficiency in meeting the demands of CA. 

Findings portrayed insufficient knowledge among teachers of CA as the impact 
of limited in-service training. Teacher II from school A supported this by saying, 
“Teaching techniques are changing often, but you can imagine, it was since 2012 
when I attended the last training. So, we teach using old techniques. This may lead 
to delaying improvement to CA”. This quote suggests that teachers of CA have not 
acquired updated knowledge and skills for supporting CA, which implies there is 
no in-service training provided to these teachers. Moreover, delays in progress of 
CA were associated with teachers using irrelevant and old techniques.
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Moreover, the findings indicated that another factor associated with insufficient 
knowledge on autism among teachers of CA was inadequate training in autism 
during teacher training education. To support it here is what teacher II from school 
A explained:

I pursued a diploma in special needs education. However, at that 
time we learned more about intellectual impairment and very 
little about autism. Even during teaching practice, I never came 
across CA. Hence, I was not aware of how they looked like and 
their specific needs. This became a challenge to me to teach CA 
after reporting here as it was my first time to meet with them. So, 
I had to learn from experienced teachers what to do in supporting 
CA (School A, Teacher II).

The interview extract portrays those teachers in special needs education graduate 
with insufficient knowledge of autism. This has been attributed to little content 
in autism compared to other disabilities and lack of practical training to students 
with autism. Limited knowledge and awareness of CA limited teachers from 
supporting CA effectively. 

The current findings concur with those of Cook and Ogden (2021) and Sally 
et al. (2013) who reported that teachers of CA are likely to face challenges in 
understanding and addressing autistic characteristics of learners due to limited 
knowledge of autism. Moreover, such finding concurs with those of the previous 
study by Tungaraza (2014) and Edward (2015) who found that improper training 
is a challenge that impedes special needs education teachers in teaching children 
with special needs including CA. Such findings suggest there is a need for ongoing 
in-service training for teachers of CA to equip them with relevant knowledge and 
techniques for addressing needs of learners with autism.	

Inadequate financial and material resources as challen ges in meeting the 
demands of CA
The findings of this study have revealed insufficient financial and material resources 
in supporting CA as another challenge faced by teachers of CA. Teachers have 
reported to have been encountering financial challenges in visiting CA at their 
homes. According to the school timetable, teachers of CA are supposed to home 
visit learners with autism once per week. Teachers portrayed performing such role 
as challenging because they did not have financial support. A similar view was 
explained by teacher I from school A who said, “... visiting CA at their home is a 
challenging task; apart from adding roles to us, no one is responsible for expenses 
we incur to visit those children. I normally use my own money for transport costs...” 
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(School A, Teacher I).

Such finding portrays teachers of CA were experiencing a financial burden 
related to visiting CA at their home premises. Such task seems to be a burden to 
teachers because there was no transport allowance to facilitate them in fulfilling 
the mentioned task. So, in order to support CA by visiting them at home, there is 
a need to ensure teachers of CA are provided with transport allowance so as to 
avoid financial burden to them.

In addition to that, the findings revealed that; teachers reported experiencing 
insufficient teaching and learning materials in supporting CA. This was narrated 
by teacher IV from school B who commented:

CA requires an individualized education plan in which teaching and learning 
materials differ from one learner to another. This becomes a challenge for 
the unit which deals with CA to afford purchasing materials needed by 
each learner; hence we end up using the available ones regardless of their 
relevance (School B, Teacher IV).

From that extract, it is shown that inadequate teaching and learning materials affect 
teachers in supporting CA. Moreover, it has been reported that school administrations 
fail to meet the expenses of such materials; hence, this limits teachers to using 
relevant materials based on the needs of the CA.

Such findings concur with that of McDouglas et al. (2020), Numisi et al. (2020) 
and Sally et al. (2013), who found that the support from the government and 
relevant institutions was insufficient for teachers to have adequate resources to 
meet demands of CA. This implies; sufficient resources are needed for teachers 
of CA to effectively perform their roles of supporting CA.

Receiving Limited Collaboration with Parents of Children with Autism
Findings indicate that teachers of CA viewed establishing effective collaboration with 
parents of CA as a challenge. Teachers of CA reported to have been experiencing 
limited cooperation from parents of CA. This was narrated by teacher IV from 
school B:

Parents are not cooperative in supporting their CA... Some are reluctant 
in putting into practice what we recommend for their children. Even 
if we direct them on types of food which are recommended and not 
recommended to their children; some parents ignore it as a result they 
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end up activating hyperactive behaviours hence demoralising teachers’ 
efforts in supporting their CA (School B, Teacher IV).

Such extract indicates teachers of CA received limited collaboration with parents 
of CA because they pay no attention to directives from teachers. Such a trend 
seems to discourage teachers’ efforts to support CA as they noticed deterioration 
in CA after staying with their parents for a while.

Moreover, the finding reveals that limited collaboration received by teachers from 
parents of CA hinders the implementation of education plan for children with 
autism, as the following quotation demonstrates:

Parents are a great source of challenge in implementing education 
plans for their children; if a child is not getting proper treatment at 
home, the expected goals will not be achieved. For example, in toilet 
training at school, we discourage the use of pampers and potty, so we 
send a child to the toilet after some minutes, and we do insist parents 
to do the same at home. Unfortunately, some parents do not obey; as 
a result they assist their children with toilet potty and pamper. These 
inconsistencies hinder the achievement of the expected objectives as 
planned (School B, Teacher III).

The quotation implies teachers of CA face challenges in meeting the intended 
objectives because of discrepancies between the practices of CA at school and 
the way parents treat them at home. Therefore the achievement of the intended 
objectives requires effective collaboration among teachers and parents of CA to 
ensure consistency in the support provided by teachers and parents at home. 

Moreover, teachers reported limited knowledge of autism among parents of CA 
as a factor associated with ineffective collaboration between parents of CA and 
teachers. Teachers revealed experiencing effective teamwork and commitment 
from parents who were aware of the effective ways of supporting their CA. As 
teacher II from school B claimed:

Few parents are aware of the needs of their children. Such parents are 
cooperative and committed to implementing what is being directed 
to them by the teacher. The outcome is always improvement of their 
children unlike children of parents with a lack of knowledge on 
requirements of their CA (School A, Teacher II). 

Such extract reveals that there was an effective collaboration between teachers 
and few parents of CA who seemed to be aware of the needs of their children. 
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In addition to that, the finding portrays such parents played an active role in 
implementing directives from teachers.

The findings of this study concur with those of the previous studies by Numisi et 
al. (2020) and Busby et al. (2012) which reported teachers of CA face challenges 
in collaborating with parents due to parents’ limited knowledge of autism and 
lack of commitment to the education of their CA. Such findings portray that 
insufficient collaboration between parents and teachers of CA may lead to delays 
in improvements among CA. 

Conclusions
The findings of this study suggest that teachers of CA play a vital role in supporting 
children to become independent in their life but their efforts and commitment 
seem to be limited because of insufficient knowledge and resources to meet the 
demands of CA. The unique characteristics and demands of CA call for teachers 
with well-equipped knowledge to develop individualised education plans together 
with adequate resources to meet the planned objectives per CA. In addition, teachers 
receive little collaboration from parents of CA; this becomes a barrier to teachers 
in supporting CA. Most of teachers reported collaboration with parents of CA is 
fundamental in implementing education plan to CA; but it requires knowledgeable 
and committed parents to work hand in hand with teachers for the betterment of 
CA. The approach ensures consistency in support provided to CA while granting 
a room for feedback to both teachers and parents. 

Recommendations
Based on the findings, the study recommends that it is essential to ensure teachers 
of CA are well-equipped with adequate knowledge, skills and resources in 
supporting CA. This can be implemented by the Ministry of Education, Science 
and Technology, local government authorities and school administrations through 
organizing ongoing in-service training, and provision of fund for purchasingteaching 
and learning materials and fixing other requirements of CA.. Such endeavor may 
increase teachers’ morale and commitment to continue supporting CA. Moreover, 
the study recommends the need for effective collaboration between teachers and 
parents of CA for successful support of CA. This can be addressed by school 
authorities through organising seminars and workshops for teachers and parents of 
CA to understand autism disorder, needs of CA and techniques of supporting CA. 
Furthermore, this study recommends to the Tanzanian Institute of Education to 
review the curriculum of special needs education and consider the need to separate 
intellectual impairment and autism into two different categories of specialisations. 
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This will enable the prospective teachers of autism to acquire more proper 
professional techniques for supporting CA during teaching and learning processes.
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