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presents a multifaceted challenge globally, impacting indi-
viduals across socioeconomic divides (WHO, 2023). While 
prevalence rates might suggest a higher concentration in 
higher-income nations (Lester et al., 2021), access to diag-
nosis and treatment remains limited, particularly in low- and 
middle-income countries like Uganda (Bauer et al., 2022). 
This incongruity underscores the complexity of addressing 
ASD, not solely in terms of prevalence but also in ensur-
ing equitable access to necessary interventions. Despite 
increasing awareness and research in affluent nations, gaps 
persist in understanding and addressing ASD in regions 
like sub-Saharan Africa (Bauer et al., 2022). In Uganda, 
where such insights are particularly scarce, the need for 
comprehensive approaches to support individuals with ASD 
becomes imperative. Education interventions have been a 
focal point, yet the experiences of individuals with autism 
suggest a disconnect between interventions and their actual 
needs (Wood & Happé, 2023), emphasizing the neces-
sity for more contextually relevant support systems. This 
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skills, and restricted interests (American Psychiatric Asso-
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Abstract
While autism has received attention in education research, it is notable that teachers of children with autism are under-
researched, especially in the Ugandan context. This phenomenological qualitative study explored the experiences of teach-
ers supporting children with ASD in central Uganda. Using interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA), interviews 
were conducted with ten teachers from selected autism centers in Kampala. Data collection involved open-ended questions 
exploring teaching practices, challenges, and personal experiences. Analysis followed the seven-stage IPA process, ensur-
ing a thorough exploration of themes. Four main themes emerged: challenges in teaching children with ASD, stigma and 
discrimination, emotional impact on teachers, and the debate between pharmacological and non-pharmacological interven-
tions. Teachers expressed difficulties in recognizing ASD, lack of specialized training and resources, and the emotional toll 
of their work. Stigma and discrimination were pervasive, affecting both students and teachers. Teachers favored holistic 
approaches over medication, emphasizing the importance of supportive environments. Despite the emotional toll, teachers 
also acknowledge the transformative impact on their personal growth, fostering patience and empathy. Teachers in central 
Uganda face significant challenges in supporting children with ASD, including stigma, resource limitations, and emotional 
strain. Tailored interventions addressing these challenges are essential for improving outcomes for students with autism. 
Holistic approaches emphasizing support and understanding should be prioritized over pharmacological interventions, 
aligning with cultural and contextual needs.

Keywords Autism · Lived experiences · Stigma · Resource limitations · Holistic interventions

Accepted: 16 September 2024
© The Author(s), under exclusive licence to California Association of School Psychologists 2024

A Qualitative Exploration of Teachers’ Experiences with Autism 
Spectrum Disorder in Autism Centers in Central Uganda

Amir Kabunga1  · Halima Namata2 · Ponsiano Okalo1 · Eustes Kigongo3 · Enos Mwirotsi Shikanga4

1 3

http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0481-2220
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1007/s40688-024-00525-4&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2024-9-22


Contemporary School Psychology

underscores the importance of not only expanding access 
to diagnosis and treatment but also tailoring interventions to 
the unique sociocultural contexts in which individuals with 
autism reside, ultimately fostering more inclusive and effec-
tive support structures.

Existing literature underscores the critical role teachers 
play in supporting the educational journey of children with 
autism, particularly within specialized settings like autism 
centers, where they significantly influence academic prog-
ress, as well as social and emotional development (Hijab et 
al., 2024; Love et al., 2020). However, despite their signifi-
cance, research indicates that many teachers in these envi-
ronments feel ill-equipped to address the unique needs of 
students with autism, often due to a lack of specialized train-
ing in ASD (Baek et al., 2024; Williams et al., 2019). While 
studies on teachers’ experiences with autism spectrum dis-
order abound, they predominantly reflect Western values 
and contexts (Boujut et al., 2017; Ruble et al., 2011). This 
highlights a gap in understanding the experiences of teach-
ers working closely with children with autism in Uganda. 
Most of the studies are largely situated outside Uganda 
and may not fully capture the experience of teachers in this 
region, where cultural, economic, and institutional factors 
shape the landscape of autism education. Therefore, there 
is a critical need to explore the experiences of teachers in 
central Uganda to better tailor interventions and support 
strategies to the local context. The study conducted by Oli-
ver-Kerrigan and colleagues sheds light on the challenges 
faced by general education teachers in educating students 
with autism (Oliver-Kerrigan et al., 2021). While the study 
may focus on a different educational context, its findings 
resonate with the experiences of teachers in autism centers 
in central Uganda. This highlights a broader systemic issue 
that extends beyond geographical boundaries, emphasiz-
ing the global need for improved training and resources for 
teachers working with individuals with autism.

The World Health Assembly Resolution WHA73.10 for 
“global actions on epilepsy and other neurological disor-
ders” and the World Health Organization (WHO) Compre-
hensive Mental Health Action Plan 2013–2030 both urge 
nations to close the significant gaps that currently exist in the 
early diagnosis, care, treatment, and rehabilitation of men-
tal and neurodevelopmental conditions, including autism. 
Along with improving monitoring and pertinent research, 
it also requires counties to address the social, economic, 
educational, and inclusion needs of individuals and fami-
lies living with mental and neurological diseases (WHO, 
2021). However, teachers may feel they lack the training 
in autism (Al Jaffal, 2022), yet are considered central to the 
educational participation of children with autism (Wood & 
Happé, 2023). Teaching children with autism is difficult and 
tedious and requires a unique structured program and a lot 

of energy and time (de Verdier et al., 2018). Also, despite 
the growing body of research on the experiences of autistic 
university lecturers (Martin, 2021), little is known about the 
experiences of teachers of children with autism.

In Uganda, the understanding and accommodation of 
students with ASD within the educational system present 
a significant challenge. In the context of central Uganda, 
where resources and support systems for autism education 
may be limited, the challenges faced by teachers in autism 
centers are likely exacerbated. Without access to specialized 
training programs or professional development opportuni-
ties, teachers may struggle to implement evidence-based 
practices and interventions tailored to the unique needs of 
students with autism. This can hinder the quality of educa-
tion and support provided to children with autism, poten-
tially impacting their long-term outcomes and well-being. 
Despite the increasing awareness of ASD, there is a dearth 
of comprehensive research focusing on the lived experi-
ences of teachers who work closely with students on the 
spectrum. The existing literature concentrates on the preva-
lence (Arinda et al., 2021) of ASD and fails to adequately 
capture the difficulties, and coping mechanisms employed 
by teachers of children with autism in the Ugandan context. 
Therefore, it was essential to conduct a study that explored 
the intricate network of teachers’ experiences with ASD 
in Uganda, ultimately contributing to the development of 
targeted interventions and strategies for improving the edu-
cational outcomes and overall well-being of students with 
ASD in the central region.

Methods

Design

The qualitative research conducted with teachers working 
in autistic centers in Kampala between August and Septem-
ber 2023 employed interpretative phenomenological analy-
sis (IPA), a method well-suited for in-depth exploration of 
human experience (Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). IPA allowed 
for a comprehensive examination of how teachers make 
sense of their experiences working with children autism in 
the Ugandan context, shedding light on the nuanced aspects 
of their roles and challenges. Within the IPA framework, 
the research not only explored individual experiences but 
also explored among participants, identifying thematic con-
nections within the small sample size (Smith & Fieldsend, 
2021). This approach facilitated an understanding of the 
shared and unique aspects of teachers’ experiences, enrich-
ing the exploration of the research topic and providing valu-
able insights into the complexities of autism education in 
central Uganda.
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Participants

In this qualitative exploration, the participants comprised 
teachers actively engaged in the education and support of 
children with autism within four carefully selected autism 
centers located in Kampala, Uganda, ensuring a concen-
trated investigation into their experiences within a con-
trolled environment. Participants were selected through 
purposive sampling techniques, targeting individuals with 
substantial experience and insights into the topic. Various 
strategies were employed, including direct engagement with 
school administrators and educational authorities oversee-
ing autism programs, distribution of flyers at schools, and 
informational sessions at the selected centers to encour-
age participation. The sample consisted of seven female 
and three male teachers, representing the available pool 
within the selected autism centers. Although this distribu-
tion may not fully mirror the gender demographics of teach-
ers in Uganda, it reflects the composition of the participant 
pool. The recruitment of 10 participants aligned with the 
IPA recommendation for a small and homogeneous sample 
(Eatough & Smith, 2017), ensuring a focused exploration 
of the individual experiences of teachers supporting chil-
dren with autism. These participants met the inclusion cri-
teria of having three or more years of teaching experience 
with children with autism, thus facilitating a comprehensive 
understanding of their perspectives and experiences within 
the context of the research inquiry.

Measures

Interpretative phenomenological analysis is best suited to 
a data collection technique that allows the participants to 
offer a rich, thorough, first-person narrative of their experi-
ences (Smith, 2016). We used an in-depth interview guide 
to collect the data. The choice of the items allowed a degree 
of freedom in the interview, where identified issues could 
be explored and discussed. The interviews allowed the 
researcher freedom to pursue ideas and trains of thought 
expressed by the participants. The interview guide con-
sisted of items connected to research under exploration: 
teaching and classroom practices, challenges and support 
systems, stigma and personal and emotional experiences. 
Participants were engaged with open-ended questions tai-
lored to elicit rich insights, including inquiries such as: (i) 
“Could you describe your experiences working with chil-
dren with autism in the autism centers?” (ii) “What chal-
lenges do you encounter in your role as a teacher/support 
staff for children with autism?” (iii) “Can you share any 
memorable experiences or success stories from your inter-
actions with children with autism?” Additionally, prompts 

were included to encourage the expansion of themes, such 
as asking participants to elaborate on specific instances or 
provide examples to illustrate their points. The three items 
were simply a broad framework used to start the process of 
encouraging the participants to articulate their experiences. 
The three items served only as a general framework to let 
the participants begin to share their experiences. To elicit 
detailed responses from the participants and produce richer, 
more thorough data, open-ended questions were employed.

Procedure

Following approval, research assistants with a background 
in social sciences and qualitative research were carefully 
selected for data collection. To ensure consistency and a 
thorough understanding of the research objectives, a one-
day refresher training session was conducted for the four 
research assistants. During this training, emphasis was 
placed on the significance of establishing rapport with par-
ticipants prior to commencing the interviews. Additionally, 
the interview guide was thoroughly reviewed, and a pilot 
study was conducted with the research assistants to identify 
and address any potential issues. The interviews were audio 
recorded to capture the participants’ responses accurately.

Before the interviews commenced, participants were 
informed about the recording process to ensure transpar-
ency and obtain their consent. Conducted in English, as 
the participants were teachers fluent in the language, the 
interview process commenced with participants initially 
discussing their experiences working with children with 
autism they supported, gradually transitioning to a deeper 
exploration of topics pertinent to the research inquiry. Par-
ticipants were engaged with open-ended questions tailored 
to elicit rich insights, including inquiries such as: (i) “Could 
you describe your experiences working with children with 
autism in the autism centers?” These questions facilitated a 
comprehensive understanding of the participants’ perspec-
tives and allowed for the exploration of diverse experiences 
within the context of the research topic. The interviews, 
designed to foster detailed discussions, typically extended 
for approximately 50 min, enabling thorough explora-
tion and documentation of participants’ viewpoints and 
experiences.

Analysis

In data analysis, we meticulously adhered to the seven-
stage IPA process outlined by Smith and colleagues (Smith, 
2016). Initially, upon transcribing the audio data and 
immersing ourselves in the verbatim text, we engaged in 
familiarization with the material, marking the commence-
ment of Stage 1. Subsequently, in Stage 2, we generated 
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accountability and facilitating the understanding and evalu-
ation of the research methodology.

It is frequently impossible for researchers to completely 
suspend their personal biases while analyzing data in the 
context of qualitative research. However, the coders were 
aware of the potential effects of their personal opinion on 
the coding. After independently coding the transcripts, they 
talked about how one’s own prejudices and views could 
affect how results are interpreted.

Results

Demographic Characteristics of the Participants

Table 1 of the 10 participants in this study, seven were 
female, nine had taught for over years and majority (4) were 
aged between 30 and 39 years.

Findings

This qualitative investigation delves into the nuanced expe-
riences of teachers dedicated to nurturing the development 
and advancement of children living with ASD in central 
Uganda. The analysis of teachers’ experiences within ASD 
centers yielded four prominent themes: challenges encoun-
tered in teaching children with ASD, stigma and discrimina-
tion, emotional and psychological impacts on teachers, and 
the debate between pharmacological and non-pharmacolog-
ical interventions. Each theme is elucidated below:

Theme One: Challenges While Teaching Children 
with ASD

Numerous challenges were reported by teachers working in 
autism centers, which significantly impact teaching meth-
odologies, emotional well-being, and professional growth. 
From the perspectives of teachers, these challenges revealed 
four sub-themes:

Sub-Theme 1: Challenge in Recognizing and Understanding 
ASD

Teachers grapple with the complexities of identifying and 
comprehending ASD, hindering their ability to provide 
effective support. Despite possessing some background in 
special education, many teachers expressed their struggles 
in fully understanding and assisting children with ASD. The 
following quotes illustrate these challenges:

With ASD, every child exhibits a different pattern of 
difficulties and abilities. As a teacher in the autism 

initial codes to capture salient aspects of teachers’ experi-
ences with ASD. These codes served as the foundation for 
Stage 3, where we began clustering them to identify emer-
gent themes. Through a systematic approach characteristic 
of Stage 4, we reviewed and refined these themes, ensuring 
coherence and relevance to our research question. Stage 5 
involved the development and naming of themes, accompa-
nied by detailed descriptions to encapsulate their meaning. 
As we progressed to Stage 6, we crafted a narrative integrat-
ing these themes, supported by data excerpts, to provide a 
comprehensive interpretation of teachers’ experiences with 
ASD in autism centers. Finally, in Stage 7, we engaged in 
critical reflection on our interpretations, considering alter-
native explanations and acknowledging any inherent limita-
tions or biases in our analysis process. Regarding reliability, 
we employed several methods to ensure consistency in our 
analysis. Discrepancies were resolved through regular team 
meetings where independent coders reviewed and discussed 
their interpretations. We used inter-coder reliability checks 
to ensure similar responses were obtained when indepen-
dently reviewing the data. This rigorous process allowed 
us to reach a consensus on the final themes and ensured 
the reliability of our findings. This methodological rigor 
enabled us to uncover the intricate dynamics of teachers’ 
encounters with ASD, shedding light on their challenges, 
coping mechanisms, and support needs within the unique 
context of autism centers in central Uganda.

Trustworthiness

The reliability of the methodological rigor of qualitative 
research is examined with respect to the findings’ confirm-
ability, credibility, dependability, and transferability (Shen-
ton, 2004). Finding credible themes required both reflexive 
analysis and a multi-leveled coding procedure. In an effort 
to make the results more transferable, efforts were made 
to adequately contextualize the goals and methods that led 
to this investigation. The research team also kept an audit 
trail, which recorded methodological decisions and steps. 
This audit trail serves as a transparent record, ensuring 

Table 1 Demographic characteristics of the participants
Participants Gender Teaching experience Age range
A Female 4 20–29
B Female 8 30–39
C Male 7 30–39
D Female 9 40–50
E Male 4 40–50
F Female 7 30–39
G Female 6 20–29
H Male 5 30–39
I Female 7 20–29
J Female 9 > 50
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It often feels like we are struggling against the odds, 
attempting to provide the best education for our stu-
dents with autism, but our efforts are hampered by the 
glaring lack of resources like fidget toys, weighted 
blankets, sensory bins and others. – Teacher A.
 
The shortage of resources limits our ability to tailor 
our teaching methods to cater to the diverse needs 
of children on the spectrum… we need tool such as 
visual schedules, picture exchange communication 
systems (PECS), and social stories but we can get 
them. In the absence of adequate resources, we find 
ourselves constantly innovating with the limited tools 
at our disposal. – Teacher G.

Sub-Theme 4: Co-Occurring Conditions

The interplay between ASD and co-occurring conditions 
presents additional challenges for teachers, further com-
plicating their roles. Teachers navigate the complexities of 
addressing multiple needs simultaneously, underscoring the 
necessity for flexible and individualized approaches. Par-
ticipants’ accounts shed light on this multifaceted issue:

It gets hard to understand ASD when there are other 
conditions involved… As teachers, we need to adjust 
our methods based on each child’s individual needs. 
– Teacher D.
 
We have difficulties that go beyond just dealing with 
autism… Every child is different, with their own 
strengths and challenges. – Teacher B.

Theme Two: Stigma and Discrimination

Teachers working in autism centers in central Uganda often 
confront various forms of stigma associated with ASD. 
They often witness societal attitudes that attribute ASD to 
parental wrongdoing or divine punishment, leading to the 
blaming and ostracization of affected families. This societal 
bias extends into educational settings, where discrimina-
tion against students with ASD manifests as exclusion from 
mainstream schools or inadequate support, further reinforc-
ing stigma and marginalization. The narratives of these 
teachers shed light on the deep-seated biases within Ugan-
dan society that impede the progress of children with ASD, 
illustrating the significant impact of stigma on the school 
environment. Within this overarching theme, two distinct 
subthemes emerge:

center, our daily goal is to identify and comprehend 
these complex designs… this has never been easy for 
me.  – Teacher A.
My thinking is that ASD demands specialized skills. 
Therefore, recognizing and understanding the hint of 
autism requires a shift in perspective and a commit-
ment to embracing neurodiversity. – Teacher B.

Sub-Theme 2: Lack of Specialized Training and Professional 
Development

This sub-theme highlights the intertwined yet distinct need 
for both specialized initial training and continuous profes-
sional development, which together form the foundation of 
effective teacher preparation. Teachers expressed concerns 
about the inadequacy of specialized training for addressing 
the complexities of ASD, highlighting the urgent need for 
ongoing professional development tailored to their unique 
challenges. The disparity between their current knowledge 
and the skills required often forces teachers into a trial-and-
error approach, which is detrimental to both their effective-
ness and the students’ learning outcomes. The following 
interview excerpts further illuminate these challenges:

Teaching children with autism demands specialized 
skills, and we often find ourselves struggling due to 
the lack of proper training. The result is a gap between 
what we know and what we need to know to effec-
tively support our students with autism. – Teacher C.
 
I feel unprepared to support children with ASD. There 
is a need for training for all of us in the region and the 
country… I was not prepared to handle autism and its 
features. – Teacher D.

Sub-Theme 3: Lack of Resources

Teachers encounter significant challenges due to the wide-
spread lack of resources such as visual schedules, picture 
exchange communication systems (PECS), and social sto-
ries help children with autism understand routines, commu-
nicate, and navigate social situations. This severely limits 
their ability to adapt teaching methods to meet the diverse 
needs of children on the autism spectrum. Despite their 
innovative efforts, the persistent scarcity of essential tools 
and materials continues to be a major obstacle to delivering 
quality education. The following statements from teachers 
capture these struggles:
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Theme Three: Emotional and Personal Impact on 
Teachers

Teachers engaging with children with ASD experience a 
unique set of emotional challenges, which significantly 
impact their well-being. Despite the toll, teachers also 
acknowledge the transformative impact on their personal 
growth, fostering patience and empathy:

It’s really tough and emotionally draining… I start to 
doubt myself and worry if I’m doing a good job. – 
Teacher H.
 
It’s a journey to grow as a person… It changes me as a 
person as well as a teacher. – Teacher J.
 
……… It’s not just about teaching; it’s about navigat-
ing through a Ugandan system that often overlooks the 
needs of these children. – Teacher K.

Theme Four: Pharmacological vs. Non-
Pharmacological Interventions

Teachers reflected on the delicate balance between pharma-
cological and non-pharmacological interventions in the care 
and education of children with ASD. While acknowledging 
the potential benefits of medications, they emphasized the 
importance of holistic approaches and non-pharmacological 
interventions:

Medications may help, but the things that really make 
a difference… are our everyday interactions, special 
teaching methods, and social and emotional support. 
– Teacher A.
 
It’s just as important to build trust, understand each 
person’s strengths and weaknesses, and create a sup-
portive environment. – Teacher A.

Discussion

A qualitative exploration was conducted to explore the 
experiences of teachers supporting children with ASD in 
autism centers in central Uganda. Four prominent themes 
emerged from the data analysis: challenges encountered 
in teaching children with ASD, stigma and discrimina-
tion, emotional and personal impact on teachers, and the 
debate between pharmacological and non-pharmacologi-
cal interventions. Teachers described facing difficulties in 

Sub-Theme 1: Social Exclusion

The prevalent societal beliefs and attitudes contribute to the 
marginalization and isolation of children with ASD within 
their communities. Teachers highlighted the challenges 
faced by these children as they navigate environments 
marked by misunderstanding and fear:

In our community, there’s a prevailing belief that 
children with autism are possessed by evil spirits… 
Because of this, families often keep their children hid-
den at home, away from public view. – Teacher A.
 
Autism isn’t just about the child’s developmental chal-
lenges; it’s also about dealing with a society that might 
not know much and sometimes treats them unfairly. 
– Teacher J.

In addition, teachers’ narratives highlight a prevalent soci-
etal perception wherein individuals, including parents of 
children with autism, often view these children as incapa-
ble, unintelligent, or burdensome.

In our community, some parents believe kids with 
autism can’t really do much. They may bring them to 
our center because they feel they can’t handle them at 
home. – Teacher C.
 
In our area, many people think kids with autism 
aren’t as good or capable as other kids who don’t 
have autism. This idea makes it harder for kids with 
autism to do their best and makes others treat them 
unfairly, leaving them out and making them feel left 
out. – Teacher G.

Sub-Theme 2: Lack of Support from Peers

The lack of understanding and solidarity among colleagues 
exacerbates the challenges faced by teachers and directly 
impacts the educational journey of students with ASD. 
Teachers’ voices shed light on the detrimental effects of 
stigma and discrimination on inclusive education efforts:

My colleagues don’t understand ASD… I feel isolated 
and unsupported in dealing with the unique needs of 
my students. – Teacher E.
 
Stigma affects everything we do, impacting both the 
kids and us teachers… We strive to address misunder-
standings in society. – Teacher F.
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specialized training programs. This lack encompasses edu-
cational tools, adaptive technologies, sensory materials, and 
skilled personnel like support workers and special education 
specialists. These challenges resonate with broader studies 
on resource limitations impacting ASD education globally 
(Williams et al., 2019). Addressing these issues requires a 
focused effort involving educators, policymakers, and the 
larger community to provide essential resources, training, 
and awareness while fostering collaboration to ensure qual-
ity education for children with ASD in central Uganda.

The findings of the current study shed light on a per-
vasive issue seen in the experiences of teachers in central 
Uganda, namely, the prevalence of stigma and discrimina-
tion surrounding ASD. This aligns with the broader body 
of research conducted in various cultural contexts glob-
ally, indicating that societal attitudes often contribute to the 
marginalization of individuals with ASD and their families 
(Botha & Frost, 2020). The attribution of ASD to parental 
wrongdoing, as reported by teachers in central Uganda, is a 
particularly concerning aspect of this stigma, as it not only 
exacerbates the challenges faced by families but also per-
petuates misconceptions about the nature of ASD (Kabunga 
et al., 2024). The resulting social exclusion and lack of sup-
port from peers further compound the difficulties for both 
individuals with ASD and their caregivers. Similar studies 
conducted in diverse regions have consistently identified 
stigma and discrimination as significant barriers to the inclu-
sion and well-being of individuals with ASD (Harris, 2004). 
Teachers frequently encounter societal prejudices that hin-
der their ability to effectively support students with ASD 
(Al Jaffal, 2022). However, while the overarching themes 
may align, the aspect of stigma can vary significantly based 
on cultural and contextual factors. Therefore, interventions 
aimed at addressing stigma and discrimination must be tai-
lored to the specific socio-cultural factors of the region. In 
the context of central Uganda, interventions should focus on 
not only providing resources and training for teachers but 
also on community-wide initiatives that challenge harmful 
beliefs and promote inclusivity.

The findings of the current study explored the emotional 
and personal impact experienced by teachers working with 
children with ASD in central Uganda. This aspect of the 
study highlights a dimension often overlooked in discus-
sions about teaching in ASD centers. The acknowledgment 
by teachers of the transformative effect on their personal 
growth underscores the profound nature of their work 
and the challenges they face within the Ugandan educa-
tional system, which may not adequately address the needs 
of children with ASD. This emotional toll likely arises 
from the complex nature of teaching children with ASD, 
which requires patience, empathy, and specialized train-
ing, resources that may be lacking in the Ugandan context. 

recognizing and understanding ASD, lamented the lack of 
specialized training and resources, and highlighted the com-
plexities of addressing co-occurring conditions. Moreover, 
they expressed witnessing societal attitudes attributing ASD 
to parental wrongdoing, leading to social exclusion and lack 
of support from peers. Teachers also shared the emotional 
toll of their work, acknowledging the transformative impact 
on their personal growth. In navigating through a Ugandan 
system that often overlooks the needs of children with ASD, 
teachers underscored the importance of holistic approaches 
and non-pharmacological interventions, emphasizing the 
significance of everyday interactions and creating a support-
ive environment. These findings show the challenges faced 
by teachers in central Uganda and highlight the necessity for 
comprehensive approaches to support children with ASD, 
addressing stigma, prioritizing teacher well-being, and pro-
viding specialized training and resources.

The recurrent theme of difficulties in recognizing and 
understanding ASD among teachers emphasizes a perva-
sive issue in educational settings worldwide. This lack of 
awareness often leads to delayed diagnosis and interven-
tion, hindering the optimal support for children with ASD. 
Additionally, the lament over insufficient specialized train-
ing and resources aligns with findings from studies espe-
cially in developing contexts (Gómez-Marí et al., 2021). 
The absence of tailored professional development opportu-
nities for teachers in Uganda exacerbates the already com-
plex task of addressing the diverse needs of students with 
ASD, including co-occurring conditions. The repetition of 
these challenges across different studies (Gómez-Marí et al., 
2021) suggests a pressing need for systemic changes in edu-
cational policies and practices to better support teachers and 
students with ASD (Cook & Ogden, 2022; Edward, 2015). 
However, the specific context of central Uganda may intro-
duce unique challenges that warrant attention. Factors such 
as limited access to healthcare services, cultural beliefs sur-
rounding disabilities, and resource constraints could further 
compound the difficulties faced by teachers in this region. 
Understanding these contextual factors is crucial for devel-
oping targeted interventions and support systems tailored to 
the needs of teachers and students in central Uganda.

Our findings reveal a scarcity of resources and exper-
tise among teachers at autism facilities in central Uganda, 
hindering the development of an ideal learning environ-
ment for children with ASD. Unlike in developed countries, 
where teachers often have access to resources and training 
for working with children with ASD (Oliver-Kerrigan et al., 
2021), central Uganda grapples with significant limitations. 
Limited government funding leads to a lack of essential 
tools and materials necessary for creating an optimal learn-
ing environment for children with ASD. Additionally, there 
is a shortage of skilled personnel, exacerbated by a lack of 
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Globally, the challenges faced by Ugandan teachers, such 
as inadequate resources, lack of specialized training, and 
societal stigma, are not unique. They resonate with issues 
observed in various educational contexts, highlighting the 
need for comprehensive and culturally sensitive training 
programs and resource allocation. The study’s findings 
emphasize the importance of addressing stigma and dis-
crimination, which can affect both educators and students, 
and advocate for a more inclusive and supportive approach 
to teaching ASD.

For school psychologists and educators worldwide, 
particularly those working in under-resourced settings, 
these insights underline the importance of developing and 
implementing targeted support systems and professional 
development opportunities. By leveraging the experiences 
and strategies of Ugandan educators, global practices can 
be enriched, fostering a more inclusive and effective edu-
cational environment for students with ASD. This research 
highlights the necessity of integrating both pharmacologi-
cal and non-pharmacological interventions and underscores 
the value of tailored, context-specific approaches to enhance 
educational outcomes and teacher well-being across diverse 
settings.

Strengths and Limitations of the Study

The study provides a comprehensive exploration of teach-
ers’ experiences in central Uganda, filling a significant gap 
in research regarding the under-studied topic of teachers of 
children with autism in this region. Despite its strengths, 
the study had several limitations that warrant consideration. 
Firstly, due to the small sample size and the focus on teach-
ers from four autism centers in central Uganda, the find-
ings may have limited generalizability to other contexts or 
populations. Secondly, the study highlights the pervasive 
lack of resources faced by teachers in autism centers in cen-
tral Uganda. While this finding provides valuable insights 
into the challenges encountered by educators, resource 
constraints may have impacted the depth and scope of the 
research process. Future studies could explore strategies for 
addressing resource limitations in educational settings, such 
as advocating for increased funding or developing partner-
ships with organizations that provide support for children 
with ASD. Lastly, while the study offers valuable insights 
into teachers’ experiences, it primarily focuses on their 
perspectives. Future research could adopt a more compre-
hensive approach by including the perspectives of other 
stakeholders, such as parents, administrators, and policy-
makers, to gain a holistic understanding of the challenges 
and opportunities in supporting children with autism in cen-
tral Uganda.

Comparing these findings to similar studies conducted else-
where, we find a consistent theme of the emotional and 
personal impact of teaching children with ASD on educa-
tors (Cappe et al., 2016). Whether in Uganda, other parts of 
world, teachers often express the emotional challenges they 
encounter in their work with children with ASD. However, 
the specific manifestations of these challenges may vary 
based on cultural and contextual factors. In regions where 
resources and support for children with ASD are scarce, as 
in central Uganda, the emotional burden on teachers may be 
particularly pronounced. Therefore, interventions aimed at 
supporting teachers in ASD centers should not only focus on 
providing practical training and resources but also prioritize 
addressing their emotional well-being.

The findings of the current study add a valuable perspec-
tive to the ongoing debate between pharmacological and 
non-pharmacological interventions for children with ASD, 
particularly within the context of central Uganda. Teach-
ers in ASD centers emphasized the importance of holistic 
approaches, favoring non-pharmacological interventions 
over solely relying on medication. Their emphasis on 
everyday interactions and the creation of a supportive envi-
ronment highlights the recognition of the complex needs 
of children with ASD beyond medical treatments. This 
shows the importance of considering cultural and contex-
tual factors in designing interventions for ASD, especially 
in regions like central Uganda where access to pharmaco-
logical treatments may be limited. Studies have highlighted 
the limitations and potential side effects of pharmacologi-
cal interventions (Zarafshan et al., 2017). leading to a shift 
towards more holistic and individualized approaches. Drug 
side effects are the main reason why non-drug treatments 
like self-management, cognitive-behavioral therapy and 
parent training are needed (Gajdzik & Bryńska, 2012). 
However, the specific emphasis on everyday interactions 
and creating a supportive environment reported by teach-
ers in central Uganda may reflect the unique challenges and 
resources available in that context. Therefore, interventions 
aimed at supporting children with ASD in central Uganda 
should prioritize building capacity among educators to 
implement non-pharmacological interventions effectively.

Relevance and Practice Implications

The findings of this study offer significant insights with 
global relevance. The study reveals critical themes and 
challenges that are highly relevant to educational practices 
worldwide. Despite limited resources and specialized train-
ing, these educators demonstrate resilience and dedication, 
which highlights a pressing need for enhanced support and 
professional development.
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Moving forward, there are several avenues for future 
research that could build upon the findings of this study. One 
important next step would be to explore ways to increase 
professional development opportunities for teachers work-
ing with children with ASD in central Uganda. This could 
involve developing training programs specifically tailored 
to the needs of educators in this context, as well as advo-
cating for increased funding for professional development 
initiatives. Additionally, future research could explore the 
feasibility of adapting and implementing existing resources 
from other countries, such as the National Clearinghouse 
on Autism Evidence and Practice or the AFIRM Modules 
(Szendrey, 2020). Efforts could also be made to translate 
these resources into African dialects or Ugandan languages 
to ensure accessibility for local educators.

Conclusion

Teachers in central Uganda face significant challenges in 
supporting children with ASD, including stigma, resource 
limitations, and emotional strain. Tailored interventions 
addressing these challenges are essential for improving out-
comes for students with autism. Holistic approaches empha-
sizing support and understanding should be prioritized over 
pharmacological interventions, aligning with cultural and 
contextual needs.

Acknowledgements The authors have nothing to report.

Funding The authors received no funding for this research.

Data Availability The data that support the findings of the present study 
are available from the corresponding auther upon reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethical Approval The present study was approved by the Mak-
erere School of Public Health Research and Ethics Committee 
(MakSPH-20-2022). Before the interviews, the participants were in-
formed of their right to withdraw at any time. They were informed the 
research aim. The interviews took place in quiet places in the centers 
where the conversations could take place in private with no interrup-
tions. Additionally, it was emphasized that after the interviews were 
over, the audio data would be destroyed after it had been transcribed, 
maintaining confidentiality and anonymity. Also, interview audio re-
cordings were saved to a passworded protected files and computer im-
mediately after the interview. Before data collection, the participants 
signed a consent form.

Conflict of Interest The authors declare not conflict of interest.

1 3



Contemporary School Psychology

Zarafshan, H., Salmanian, M., Aghamohammadi, S., Mohammadi, M. 
R., & Mostafavi, S. A. (2017). Effectiveness of non-pharmaco-
logical interventions on stereotyped and repetitive behaviors of 
pre-school children with autism: A systematic review. Basic and 
Clinical Neuroscience, 8(2), 95.

Publisher’s Note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to juris-
dictional claims in published maps and institutional affiliations.

Springer Nature or its licensor (e.g. a society or other partner) holds 
exclusive rights to this article under a publishing agreement with the 
author(s) or other rightsholder(s); author self-archiving of the accepted 
manuscript version of this article is solely governed by the terms of 
such publishing agreement and applicable law.

Dr. Amir Kabunga is a Senior Lecturer in the Department of Psychi-
atry at Lira University, Uganda. He holds a PhD in Clinical Psychol-
ogy and has extensive experience in mental health counseling, with a 
particular focus on education professionals across Africa. His research 
interests include mental health interventions, resilience-building, and 
educational psychology.

Ms. Halima Namata holds a Master’s degree in Educational Psy-
chology, with a specialization in child development and psychological 
interventions for children.

Fr. Ponsiano Okalo is a Lecturer in the Department of Psychiatry at 
Lira University’s Faculty of Medicine. His research focuses on mental 
health, particularly in the area of healthcare delivery in rural Uganda.

Mr. Eustes Kigongo is a Lecturer at Lira University, specializing in 
vaccinations and public health. His research interests include public 
health interventions and vaccination strategies, and he has published 
widely on these topics.

Mr. Enos Mwirotsi Shikanga is a PhD candidate and Lecturer at Moi 
University in Kenya, with a background in Educational Psychology. 
His research focuses on psychological development in educational 
settings.

the Lango subregion, Uganda. British Medical Journal Open, 
14(2), e079478.

Lester, J. N., O’Reilly, M., Lester, J. N., & O’Reilly, M. (2021). Men-
tal Health, Autism, and Issues of Inequality and Resources. The 
Social, Cultural, and Political Discourses of Autism, 95–129.

Love, A. M. A., Findley, J. A., Ruble, L. A., & McGrew, J. H. (2020). 
Teacher self-efficacy for teaching students with autism spectrum 
disorder: Associations with stress, teacher engagement, and stu-
dent IEP outcomes following COMPASS consultation. Focus on 
Autism and Other Developmental Disabilities, 35(1), 47–54.

Martin, N. (2021). Perspectives on UK university employment from 
autistic researchers and lecturers. Disability & Society, 36(9), 
1510–1531.

Oliver-Kerrigan, K. A., Christy, D., & Stahmer, A. C. (2021). Practices 
and experiences of general education teachers educating students 
with autism. Education and Training in Autism and Developmen-
tal Disabilities, 56(2), 158–172.

Ruble, L. A., Usher, E. L., & McGrew, J. H. (2011). Preliminary inves-
tigation of the sources of self-efficacy among teachers of students 
with autism. Focus on Autism and Other Developmental Disabili-
ties, 26(2), 67–74.

Shenton, A. K. (2004). Strategies for ensuring trustworthiness in quali-
tative research projects. Education for Information, 22(2), 63–75.

Smith, J. A. (2016). Interpretative phenomenological analysis in sport 
and exercise: Getting at experience. Routledge handbook of qual-
itative research in sport and exercise (pp. 241–251). Routledge.

Smith, J. A., & Fieldsend, M. (2021). Interpretative phenomenological 
analysis. American Psychological Association.

Szendrey, S. (2020). National Clearinghouse on Autism evidence and 
practice (NCAEP): Finding the relevance to OT within a large-
scale systematic review. American Journal of Occupational 
Therapy, 74.

WHO (2021). Comprehensive Mental Health Action Plan 2013–2030. 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240031029

WHO (2023). Autism: Key facts. https://www.who.int/news-room/
fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders

Williams, E. I., Gleeson, K., & Jones, B. E. (2019). How pupils on the 
autism spectrum make sense of themselves in the context of their 
experiences in a mainstream school setting: A qualitative meta-
synthesis. Autism, 23(1), 8–28.

Wood, R., & Happé, F. (2023). What are the views and experiences of 
autistic teachers? Findings from an online survey in the UK. Dis-
ability & Society, 38(1), 47–72.

1 3

https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240031029
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/autism-spectrum-disorders

	A Qualitative Exploration of Teachers’ Experiences with Autism Spectrum Disorder in Autism Centers in Central Uganda
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Design
	Participants

	Measures
	Procedure
	Analysis
	Trustworthiness

	Results
	Demographic Characteristics of the Participants
	Findings
	Theme One: Challenges While Teaching Children with ASD
	Sub-Theme 1: Challenge in Recognizing and Understanding ASD
	Sub-Theme 2: Lack of Specialized Training and Professional Development
	Sub-Theme 3: Lack of Resources
	Sub-Theme 4: Co-Occurring Conditions


	Theme Two: Stigma and Discrimination
	Sub-Theme 1: Social Exclusion
	Sub-Theme 2: Lack of Support from Peers

	Theme Three: Emotional and Personal Impact on Teachers
	Theme Four: Pharmacological vs. Non-Pharmacological Interventions
	Discussion
	Relevance and Practice Implications
	Strengths and Limitations of the Study

	Conclusion
	References


