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Abstract
Social work is an emerging profession in Vietnam, but it is making significant progress. Like in almost every country, there has been an increasing prevalence of autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (Van Tran & Weiss, 2019), which poses a serious challenge in Vietnam (Nguyen et al., 2021). The main objective of this research is to thoroughly examine how social work supports children with autism and their families in Vietnam by analyzing and interpreting data from current empirical studies. This study consists of three primary sections. The authors will first explore the development of social work practices and education in response to the growing challenges faced by children with autism and their families. Secondly, researchers will identify the roles of social work experts and practitioners in delivering services to children with ASD and their families. The authors will also investigate the challenges faced by social workers in the autism sector. This paper will conclude with a discussion of the underlying issues related to social work education and practices in engaging with the autism sector.
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Introduction
Social work is a fledgling profession in Vietnam, but it is making significant strides. In 2010, the Vietnamese government officially recognized the pressing requirement for social work professionals to address diverse issues and enhance equality and fairness within the context of the Socialist Republic of Vietnam. A significant population of children with disabilities, those impacted by HIV/AIDS, orphans, and children who are mistreated, abused, or misused, is a critical concern of social work education and practices. Since that time, Vietnam’s social work education has progressed swiftly (MOLISA/UNICEF, 2009, as cited in Hines et al., 2010 & Kham, 2015). However, the social work education in Vietnam still faces numerous challenges (Nguyen et al., 2022; Villarreal Sosa & Ha, 2020; Kham, 2015; Hines et al., 2010).
Vietnam is home to one of the largest populations with disabilities worldwide. According to the General Statistics Office (2019), the results of the Vietnam National Survey on People with Disabilities show that the disability rate among the population aged two and above is 7.06%. UNICEF Vietnam (n.d.) reports that the classroom, particularly primary and secondary schools, still excludes a significant number of people with disabilities. Mainly, early childhood manifests the significant neurodevelopmental deficiency known as autism spectrum disorders (ASD) (Harm et al., 2013). People with ASD experience hard times in social interactions, and their severity can range from mild (needing less outside support) to extreme (needing much help) (Williams, White et al., 2007). 
In Vietnam, as in almost every country, there has been a rising prevalence of ASD (Van Tran & Weiss, 2019), presenting a serious issue (Nguyen et al., 2021). Current large-sample research in Vietnam implementing DSM-IV criteria indicates an ASD prevalence of roughly 1% among children (Hoang et al., 2017). Yen (2014) reports an incidence of 0.4% in children around 18–60 months in the North of Vietnam. Diagnostic research also indicated that 2% of children assessed at Can Tho Children's Hospital had indications of ASD (Thang, 2019). A study by Van Tran et al. (2020) also revealed that numerous children with autism have not attended primary school. ASD not only limits the capacities of these children to attend schools, but it also creates various critical issues faced by their families, including psychological disorders, economic difficulties, stigmatization, and discrimination. Under this context, social work practitioners and professionals play a significant role in assisting children with ASD in accessing their educational opportunities and their families’ crises (Dang, 2023; Nguyen & Nguyen, 2023).
The primary goal of this study is to examine how the social work profession is currently supporting children with autism and their families, focusing on three specific objectives. The present study evaluates the development of social work education and practices when working with autistic children and their parents. This study also examines how social workers fulfill their critical roles in assisting autistic children in familial, educational, and communal contexts. The researchers focus on identifying the problems faced by social workers in providing services to support children and families affected by autism. The authors examine the issue from various perspectives to understand its impact on social work services for children with autism and their families, despite a profession that has gained prominence over the past decade. The researchers scrutinize the development of social work education, aiming to enhance the quality of practices in the autism sector, with a specific focus on field education in social work.
 Methodology
The main objective of this research is to thoroughly examine how social work provides support to children with autism and their families in Vietnam by analyzing and interpreting data from current empirical studies. To reach their goal, the researchers did in-depth reviews of the existing literature. They did this by collecting data from a wide range of sources, including empirical studies, as well as real reports from international organizations and Vietnamese public and private institutions. The inclusion criteria comprise children with ASD in Vietnam, primary caregivers of these children, individuals possessing social work education in the autism domain, social workers involved in aiding autistic children and their families, and social work services aimed at supporting children with autism and their families. In addition, the researchers applied key terms such as social work, children, families, autism spectrum disorders, and Vietnam as research keywords. The authors first identified 50 research studies in Google Scholar and ResearchGate, constituting the majority of the databases; however, they excluded nine studies for not meeting the established inclusion criteria. They specifically used 25 studies in the study-finding sector. Apart from the social work field, the researchers also referred to several other backgrounds, including sociology, psychology, psychiatry, disability, and education. The researchers categorized this study as desk research or secondary research because of its exclusive reliance on secondary data obtained from multiple sources. The authors employed a descriptive research methodology to scrutinize, assess, and interpret data regarding social work's engagement with children with autism and their families. 
Findings
The study findings are provided in three aspects: the expansion of social work in aiding children and families with ASD; the significance or importance of social work within the autism sector; and the problems faced by social work professionals when engaging with autistic children and their families.
Development of social work in supporting children and their families with ASD 
Autism has gained recognition in Vietnam for over a decade, yet it has swiftly escalated into a critical issue for autistic children, their families, and communities. Vietnam has revolutionized social work education and practices to address this issue. 
Social work education provides students with exceptional possibilities to acquire knowledge and develop skills necessary for assisting autistic children in accessing school. Considering that social work in Vietnam has only evolved in the last decade, Nguyen et al. (2022) note the striking rapid development of university programs. More than 50 universities provide an undergraduate specialization in social work, with graduate programs currently in progress. Moreover, numerous universities prioritize collaboration and network growth; hence, improving administration and faculty development in social work education and training (Hines et al., 2015). These educational institutes are cultivating more than merely a proficient and competent staff of social workers. They are promoting social change and national unification, creating a deep feeling of hope and optimism for the future of children with disabilities, including ASD, in Vietnam. 
Vietnamese universities are working on making a curriculum that fits the needs of the region, including the differences between problems in cities and those in rural areas that are unique to Vietnam. They are also working on social work strategies to deal with the long-lasting environmental and health effects of conflict in some areas, improving services for people with disabilities, reducing health, educational, and poverty-related disparities among the country’s ethnic groups, and various other important social issues (Nguyen et al., 2015). Regarding social work field education, nowadays, many universities and educational institutions in Vietnam have oriented, connected and encouraged their social work students to have practices and internships in various agencies offering support services for children with ASD. This support is important for practices and education in the field of social work; it facilitates the recruitment and training of the new social work workforce (Van Tran, 2016). 
Mogro-Wilson et al. (2014) assert that social work practitioners must attend to the rapidly increasing population of children and families affected by ASD. Anh et al. (2022) highlight the proactive execution of social work methods aimed at supporting children with autism and their families in Vietnam. There are two main types of agencies offering social work services for children with autism, including governmental and non-governmental facilities. There are special departments or divisions for social work in government-run social work agencies, like social work institutes and social protection centers. This makes it easier for autistic children and their families to get the help they need (Nguyen, 2020).
The literature study indicates that most social work services have been insufficiently implemented in non-governmental organizations, healthcare facilities, and educational institutions. These institutes concentrate on interventions and therapies for children with autism, encompassing language training, communication via movements and visuals, sensory management, and social skills development. These facilities and centers have engaged in a variety of general social work training programs, with a specific focus on interventions designed to support children and their families affected by autism. In terms of intervention, various studies have examined or investigated the implementation of numerous therapeutic approaches, including Applied Behavior Analysis (ABA), the Early Start Denver Model, vocational therapies, and musical treatment (Tran & Weiss, 2019). Treatment and Education of Autistic and Communication-Related Handicapped Children (TEACCH). As a result, these facilities have enhanced their social work capabilities, resulting in the establishment and professional implementation of social work services (Nguyen, 2020).
Importance of social work in supporting children and their families with ASD 
Document review reveals that social work plays an important role in assisting children and their families across both government and non-government organizations. However, the authors indicate the importance of social work in assisting autistic children and their families by analyzing their various roles when working on this issue. 
Thanks to their extensive presence in various service environments, social workers uniquely equip themselves to identify preschool children with autism spectrum disorders and facilitate referrals for further diagnostic evaluations and evidence-based therapies (Dababnah et al., 2011). A study by Anh and Hai (2022) evaluating social work services at 15 government and non-government facilities in five provinces and cities in Vietnam indicates that professionals offer various services for autistic children, including early intervention, autism assessment and diagnosis, therapeutic intervention, community integration, case management, and rehabilitation. In terms of supporting young families with ASD, these facilities provide available services, including psychosocial therapy, community mobilization, advocacy, prevention, and counseling. 
Social workers specializing in autism can significantly enhance client- and family-focused healthcare services (Morris et al., 2018). Children with ASD exhibit emotional and behavioral issues more frequently than their peers (Salomone et al., 2014; Hastings et al., 2022). Consequently, McCafferty and McCutcheon (2020) highlight the emotional and social burden experienced by parents of children with ASD. Specifically, mothers of those children have encountered high levels of mental issues, including anxiety disorders, which manifest as stress, social isolation, depression, guilt, and frustration. Lavelle et al. (2014) demonstrate that ADS causes families’ financial burdens and even conflicts within the family. Therefore, people apply social work services to provide psychological counseling, facilitate resource mobilization, connect families with autism with the social support system, and advocate, transfer, and educate. Social work services will also assist families and parents in recognizing their challenges, acknowledging their potential and talents, and enhancing their motivation to combat the adverse effects of ASD (Hai & Ngoc, 2024).
The literature analysis demonstrates that school social workers can substantially aid children with ASD in overcoming academic difficulties and attaining social inclusion (Dang, 2023). Children with autism possess unique needs that necessitate innovative approaches to school organization and regulation, alongside interdisciplinary engagement among social workers and other specialists within the educational environment (Hunter et al., 2021). School social workers offer a variety of assistance to parents of children with autism. The primary kinds of assistance included referrals to community agencies, emotional support, and facilitating communication between teachers and parents (Foster, 2015). 
School social workers can be a liaison between teachers and students with autism (Dang, 2023). Inclusive education has caused pressure and difficulties in schools as staff strive to address the distinct needs of these exceptional students and their families. Previous studies have shown that teachers often lack understanding of the unique characteristics and demands of students with ASD, as well as the strategies that effectively support these students in their integrated education (Roberts & Webster, 2022). Vietnamese teachers (N=263) also demonstrate that they failed to perform in engaging the strengths and characteristics of every student with ASD in their classes. In other words, many students with ASD struggle to understand their lessons due to teachers' inability to adapt and modify the teaching plan (Pham et al., 2020). In order to deal with this issue, school social workers are supposed to offer counseling and guidance for teachers and other school staff, which helps improve the quality of inclusive education for students with autism (Dang, 2023). 
Therefore, school social workers can facilitate the development of social skills by offering direct guidance, committing time, and providing specialized support for children while also enhancing communication among families, schools, and community social services. They can enhance the entire school atmosphere by developing interactive games and activities that promote the engagement of children with autism and mitigate violence in educational settings (Oranga Tamariki Evidence Center, 2019). 
The community receives several important services, including propaganda, awareness-raising, and resource mobilization (Anh & Hai, 2022), which help to remove social stigma and discrimination against children and families with ASD and provide better treatment opportunities for these people. Awareness of ASD has significantly improved in the last decade. As a result, there is an urgent need for a comprehensive global understanding of autism that includes the scientific, medical, cultural, racial, regional, and socioeconomic aspects of diagnosis and treatment (Kopetz, 2012). However, the awareness of ASD in Vietnam is still comparatively limited (Ha et al., 2014). People with autism will have better access to social integration and fundamental rights, especially education, once community members' understanding of ASD improves. 
Challenges of social work in supporting children and their families with ASD 
Although social work services for autism have been implemented for more than a decade, social work professionals have encountered various difficulties when working in this sector. Nguyen and Nguyen (2023) indicate that social work services for children with autism and their families in Vietnam have not advanced significantly in comparison to other areas of special education. Many organizations and institutions have established social work services to assist families and children with ASD. However, various circumstances are currently influencing the construction of these services (Anh et al., 2022). 
The initial challenge arises in the domain of social worker education. Within the realm of social work education at universities and institutes, the elements related to social work in ASD are predominantly absent. Among the 15 training institutions, only one offers a specialized ASD curriculum that prioritizes early intervention for affected children. The training of social work skills for children with ASD is inadequate, resulting in restricted access to learning and practice in areas such as active listening, connection, rapport building, resource mobilization, counseling, and response (Anh et al., 2022). Consequently, many facilities, particularly non-governmental organizations, do not consistently engage in activities such as raising funds, referring, and advocating for intensive intervention for the family services (Nguyen, 2020). The fundamental issue arises from an absence of highly skilled and experienced personnel in the field of social work, particularly in practice with specialized clients (Van Tran, 2016). Moreover, there is a deficiency of facilities, organizations, and oversight for social work services catering to those with disabilities in Vietnam.
A significant challenge in social work practices in this area is the lack of sufficiently trained experts, leading to service providers' inability to successfully meet the functional needs of families and children with ASD. Many agencies hire personnel with inadequate degrees and academic credentials and have limited operating capabilities and resources. Numerous agencies provide non-evidence-based interventions for children with ASD that may pose dangers to their well-being (Tran & Weiss, 2019). The scarcity of experts indicates that for professionals to receive superior ASD training, it is often necessary for foreign specialists to travel to Vietnam, a process that can be difficult to coordinate and expensive (Van Tran et al., 2015). In Vietnam, an economically developing country, teachers, school staff, and professional therapists do not have enough knowledge and skills to deal with the problems that kids with autism face in school, so a practical model based on relevant research is needed (Dang, 2023).
Moreover, many organizations or agencies have not appreciated the roles and values of social work in this domain. There is a lack of substantial recognition for the importance of social work in facilitating the integration and development of services for children with ASD, including educational support, vocational training, and the establishment of community support networks (Dawson et al., 2012). Certain service providers lack comprehensive awareness of social work services. This contributes to the incomplete implementation of certain services. Policies designed to assist autistic children and their families remain inadequate. This has resulted in challenges for social care providers due to insufficient resources to assist children and their families. Non-governmental facilities concentrate on intensive therapies for autistic children, while other social work services remain unimplemented (Nguyen, 2020). 
Discussion
The current study indicates that Vietnam is reforming social work education and practices to address the rising incidence of autism. Social work practitioners and experts are vital in supporting families and children with ASD, alongside medical and educational therapy (Hai & Ngoc, 2024). However, Vietnam's autistic social work services have challenges in effectively helping children and families, requiring additional discussion from multiple perspectives.
Examining the challenges of social work education and practices in Vietnam provides significant insights into the issues encountered by social work services in the autism sector. Despite the official recognition of social work as a profession in Vietnam for over a decade, the public's comprehension of social work principles and social workers remains limited and underdeveloped (Van Tran, 2016). People characterize social misconceptions regarding social work as "social charity," and there is an unwillingness to establish explicit norms and criteria for employment in the field (Tran, 2015; Oanh, 2002). Vietnam is not the only nation confronting societal issues and advancing professional social work to address them; other Southeast Asian nations similarly grapple with challenges such as substance misuse, domestic violence, homelessness, child maltreatment, and human trafficking, among others (Furuto, 2013). Similarly, Nhan and Singhe (2024) assert that social work practitioners in India and Vietnam have actively participated in mental health care communities, educational institutions, hospital settings, and various NGOs to empower individuals with disabilities in managing their mental health difficulties effectively. The public remains largely unaware of the responsibilities, roles, and potential of social work systems, resulting in limited support for enhancing the mental health of those with disabilities. This scenario frequently arises in developing nations, when social work grapples with several pressing challenges and even struggles with many other disciplines to fight for its position in society. Likewise, in Vietnam, despite the establishment of codes for social workers in the labor force, there is a lack of ethical standards and guidelines for social workers in specialized domains (Van Tran, 2016). For instance, when it comes to providing counseling and intervention, social work trainees have not advanced in their engagement with individuals with mental illness or developmental learning challenges, unlike trainees from disciplines such as psychology and psychiatry.
Subsequently, we must investigate the underlying factors contributing to the substandard quality of social work service providers. The problem likely stems from the curriculum of social work education in Vietnam. In Vietnam, social work with disabilities is not a compulsory subject for every social work undergraduate student. The curriculum in social work programs lacks adequate knowledge regarding disability, particularly in the area of autism (Mogro-Wilson et al., 2014). Quinn (1996) also discovered that just 27% of 93 social work education institutions incorporated disability knowledge into the curricula. Moreover, there are significant restrictions on the educational resources for social work, including textbooks and guidance (Tran, 2015). Despite over a decade of embracing Western social work education models to improve educational infrastructure, Vietnamese universities still face challenges in providing practical experience for undergraduate social work students (Nguyen et al., 2022). In detail, a lack of training at the educational level makes social workers fail in performing their essential skills when working with children with autism and their families. Therefore, to enhance the staff's expertise, it is essential to focus on and establish a system of suitable training institutions. In other words, we will more effectively secure human resources in this domain. Two methods can accomplish this: establishing professional training programs at the university level and creating intensive training courses in the domain of autism spectrum disorder (Anh et al., 2022).
Parents frequently encounter obstacles in obtaining social work assistance for children with disabilities, such as ASD, due to insufficient information regarding available resources (Van Hoang et al., n.d.). The lack of public awareness of social work services for autism in Vietnam is attributable to various complicated factors. Many organizations do not appreciate or value the importance of social work services in helping autistic children and their families. Hence, these agencies do not seriously consider the roles and functions of social work systems in this area. This contributes to the incomplete implementation of specific services. Policies designed to assist autistic children and their families remain inadequate. A closer look reveals another insight when we carefully consider the original approach of each organization for autism. The distinct perspectives of each agency likely affect the application and functioning of social work services within their framework. The justification for this is that the management in such organizations predominantly emphasizes health or special education, resulting in insufficient understanding and attention to the domain of social work. Furthermore, their non-profit status drives them to prioritize economic factors, leading their staff to concentrate on individuals who offer comprehensive intervention services. They do not regard other social work services as a substantial concern (Nguyen, 2020). The lack of awareness among specialists from other disciplines regarding the subject of social work hinders children with autism and their families from thoroughly and efficiently accessing the necessary support to address their challenges. Thus, the question at hand refers to whether interdisciplinary collaboration constitutes a comprehensive strategy to assist children and families, prompting further research and investigation into this premise.
Another aspect that necessitates discussion is the knowledge of ASD within families and communities. In Vietnam, the comprehension of autism has advanced, although further enhancement is necessary. Similar to various other disabilities, family members endure shock, stress, worry, frustration, despair, loneliness, and isolation when their children face ASD. Unstable financial conditions may negatively impact them. Children with ASD and their families often suffer from stigma. The recognition of societal stigmas associated with autism in Vietnam, notably those concerning isolation, familial blame, religious faith, and indirect stigma linked to rural living, underscores the varied individuals within the Vietnamese autistic community (Boyle & Bailey, 2022). The stigma and discrimination linked to autism may restrict access to resources for children with the condition and their families. Various factors, including economic constraints, cultural shame, and discrimination, limit access to social services for children with autism in Vietnam, particularly in rural regions. Consequently, several individuals must live with ASD for their whole lives. When it comes to families affected by ASD, society tends to focus primarily on the children, often overlooking the family's role as a crucial component in the upbringing and transformation of the child's condition. Consequently, the significant burden rests on the service providers and families entrusting their children to the center. If the results are unsatisfactory, they exert pressure on the staff to deliver services and facilities (Anh et al., 2022). Social workers are crucial in educating community members on the characteristics of ASD. When society accepts children with autism as unique individuals with special needs, it will make life easier for their families and give them chances to integrate into society fully.
 Conclusion
Vietnam's social work education is thriving, with many universities offering specializations and graduate programs. These institutions are focusing on collaboration, national unification, and addressing unique regional needs. They encourage students to practice and intern in autism support services. 
Social work is vital in assisting children and their families by identifying and referring them for diagnostic evaluations and therapies. They offer services like early intervention, assessment, and rehabilitation, as well as other psychosocial therapies. School social workers help children with autism overcome academic difficulties and achieve social inclusion. They also facilitate social skill development and enhance communication among families, schools, and community services. 
Vietnam's social work services for autism face challenges, including a lack of specialized education, limited access to learning, and inadequate facilities and supervision. This results in an inability to meet the functional needs of families and children with ASD, as well as inadequate training and policies. Additionally, there is a lack of recognition for the importance of social work in facilitating service integration and development.
Vietnam is changing social work education to tackle the rising prevalence of autism. However, the public's understanding of social work concepts and practitioners remains limited. The curriculum is deficient in comprehensive knowledge regarding disabilities, especially autism. There is a lack of public awareness about social work services for autism, which can be attributed to several factors. Interdisciplinary collaboration is essential to enhance understanding of autism among families and communities. 
Social work is currently experiencing a multitude of opportunities and problems. The dedication, perseverance, enthusiasm, and proactive involvement in the education and practice of social work professionals are essential for accessing a legitimate career, including working with autism.
Strengths of the study
Research on social work services about children and families in Vietnam remains insufficient (Anh et al., 2022). However, the current study tried to present a comprehensive approach to social work services in assisting children with autism and their families. Although ASD has appeared for more than 10 years, it is still a nascent concern in Vietnam, presenting numerous hurdles for social work in this field. The present study examines and explores various complex issues related to social work education and practices in the context of autism, emphasizing its significance in supporting children with disabilities and their families. Parents in Vietnam often perceive having a child with a disability as a source of distress and disadvantage, causing them to experience panic and confusion when confronted with this reality. Social work cannot address all aspects of support for children with disabilities and their families; nonetheless, it can substantially facilitate positive change for these families through professional expertise, capabilities, and dedication. While counseling and special education intervention may not be the primary skills of social workers, they can effectively assist individuals through advocacy, connections, and resource mobilization. In turn, the domain of assisting children with autism or other disorders will significantly benefit from the results of this study. The recognition of ability and adequate training for social workers are essential foundations for revitalizing and establishing social work as a legitimate profession in Vietnam.
Limitations of the study
The study aims to identify how social work supports children with autism and their families in Vietnam. However, because the method relies so heavily on secondary data, it does not give a complete picture of how social work education and practice have changed across the country to help children with autism better. In addition to that, studies on the state of social work education and practices in supporting children and their families in Vietnam remain relatively limited, potentially influencing the authors' perspectives and limiting the content. However, it also gives authors another chance to look at the situation of social work education and practice in Vietnam in terms of helping children and families with autism in a more holistic way, including how it has changed and what problems it faces when trying to help these kids and their families. This study focused solely on children and their families with ASD; therefore, it is not possible to apply its findings to adults with autism. Future research should also concentrate on proposing policies that assist children with disabilities and their families, as well as enhancing social work education and practices in this area.
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