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Abstract:
This qualitative study explored the experiences of parents and teachers in supporting children with autism in Tanzania’s primary schools. Specifically, the study explored the parents’ and teachers’ conceptualisation of autism; determined the challenges parents and teachers encounter in supporting children with autism; and establish the coping strategies parents and teachers employ in managing challenges to supporting children with autism. Using an interpretative phenomenological design, the study was conducted on two special education units to generate the required information. Through criterion purposive sampling, the study drew 27 participants comprising 20 parents and seven teachers of children with autism. Then using semi-structured interviews and focus group discussions, the study collected qualitative data, which was then subjected to thematic analysis. The study found that the conceptualisation on autism from participants covered neurological disorder, abnormality in development and Gods’ wishes. In addition, parents and teachers experienced challenges such as unfavourable treatment from community members, limited skills to manage behaviours of children with autism, caring burden, and inadequate professionals for children with autism. Furthermore, the study found that both parents and teachers searched for new knowledge on autism to have a firm grasp of the condition, created community awareness and sought support in actuating problem-focused coping strategies. Meanwhile, the parents and teachers employed acceptance and involvement in religious activities as emotional-focused coping strategies. Based on these findings, the study underscores a need for effective mechanism to raise community awareness on autism and ensure accessibility and affordability of human and material resources needed to support children with autism. Moreover, there is a need for ongoing training for parents and teachers of children with autism to equip them with updated knowledge and requisite skills to support children with autism in realising their full potential.
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