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STEM, Neurodivergence, and Disclosure: A Systematic Scooping Literature 
Review 

Introduction 
This Work in-progress paper describes preliminary findings from a systematic scoping 

literature review conducted to examine the landscape and gaps in the literature surrounding 
neurodivergent engineering student disclosure to educators and staff. While there is a growing 
emphasis on developing inclusive and supportive learning environments, little is known about 
the unique factors or environments which encourage healthy disclosure in engineering programs.  

 
Recent engineering education studies focused on disability-related experiences have 

highlighted engineering environments as hostile to individuals with a disability (e.g., [1], [2], [3], 
[4]). Engineering education has been called upon to examine the social and cultural barriers 
which inhibit individuals with disabilities from fully participating within the field [1]. One such 
barrier lies at the heart of the accommodation process. The Americans with Disabilities Act and 
similar governing laws in higher education, require students to self-advocate and disclose a 
disability to receive relevant support and accommodations [5]. However, one sample reported by 
the U.S. Department of Education Statistics showed that over 60% of students that identify as 
having a disability, choose not to disclose to their institution of higher education [6]. 

 
Student perceptions of stigma contribute to individual decisions of whether one should 

disclose. Goffman likened the concept of disability identity to that of involuntary social deviance 
from the norm [7]. This deviance yields a negative “mark” known as stigma, that can be seen as 
a relationship between a socially perceived negative attribute and a stereotype [7], [8]. To 
manage the negative emotional and psychological states associated with stigma, an individual 
may opt to socially mask [7], [8]. This typically includes a form of suppression of one’s needs, 
traits, or perspectives, and performing social norms to appear normal (e.g. [9]). 

 
Interactions with faculty and staff have shown to influence the stigma surrounding 

disability and disclosure. Negative faculty reactions to disclosure have been linked to student 
reluctance to advocate for themselves and student perceptions of being labeled as incapable [10], 
[11]. Within engineering, repeated refusals from faculty have been linked to student reluctance to 
request accommodations in later semesters [12]. However, relational framing has shown the 
potential to improve student experiences with disability-related stigma. In their 2022 study, 
Zengaro et al. [13] found that students were more likely to disclose to an instructor based on 
perceived intimacy, trust, and reciprocity in the student-faculty relationship. Disability studies 
scholars have applied a framing of interdependence to reimagine student development theory 
[14], and to provide practical applications to foster disclosure [15]. 

 
One group of students with disabilities who have shown to be significantly impacted by 

stigma are neurodivergent students – or those who have “a mind that functions in ways which 
diverge significantly from the dominant societal standards of ‘normal’” [16]. Individuals with 
invisible disabilities (such as neurodivergence) are commonly questioned about the necessity of 
their accommodation by faculty members [12], [17]. Based on these and other factors, 
neurodivergent students have shown a tendency to continuously mask. This tendency has also 
been observed in recent studies in engineering education (e.g., [5], [6]). Within neurodivergent 



populations, masking has been directly linked with negative mental and physical health 
outcomes [19], [20], [21], [22]. 

 
While experiences with stigma and disclosure have been explored, previous findings have 

been isolated to faculty members, rather than to additional support staff such as advisors or 
graduate teaching associates. Furthermore, although some research alludes to disciplinary 
context, there remains limited clarity on how engineering-specific norms, including deeply 
embedded beliefs about smartness [23], shape disclosure experiences. To better understand what 
is currently known about these dynamics within engineering settings, this study uses a systematic 
scoping review to synthesize existing research on how engineering students disclose 
neurodivergence to faculty and staff. Specifically, we focus on the following research question: 

 
What is known about individual disclosure of neurodivergence to educators and staff in 
Engineering Education? 
 

Methods  
We conducted a systematic scoping review following the methodology outlined by Peters 

et al. [24] to examine what is known about neurodivergent engineering student disclosure to 
educators and staff. A scoping review was chosen for its broader scope and to assess the potential 
for a systematic review. This approach follows similar methods to traditional systematic reviews 
[24]. Our process, guided by the PRISMA protocol [25] is summarized in Figure #1.  

Identification  
We identified relevant papers in July 2025 to support the goals of our systematic scoping 

review. In consultation with a librarian, we selected the databases and developed the search 
string. We chose six databases (Scopus, ERIC, Education Research Complete, Education Full 
Text, Web of Science, and Academic Search Complete) to ensure broad coverage of indexed 
journals and conference proceedings across education and engineering. We then collectively 
developed the following search string for use in each database:  

Figure 1: Flow Diagram. Adapted from the PRISMA 2009 Flow Diagram 



1. (pass OR camouflag* OR come out OR coming out OR mask* OR unmask* OR disclos* 
OR accommodat* OR self-discl* OR self-identify OR reveal*) 

2. AND (Neurodivergen* OR ND OR Neurodevelopmental OR learning disorder OR 
Neurominority OR Autis* OR ASD OR A.S.D. OR AuDHD OR ADHD or A.D.H.D. 
OR Dyslex* OR Dysprax* or Aphantasia OR Tourette OR epilep* OR neurotype)   

3. AND (Teacher OR Instructor OR Staff OR Personnel OR Graduate Teaching Associate 
OR Graduate Teaching Assistant OR Faculty OR Advisor OR Lecturer)   

4. AND (Engineer*)   
5. AND (Higher Education OR College OR University OR Postsecondary OR post 

secondary OR post-secondary OR undergrad* OR grad* ) 
 
We developed the search string to be comprehensive to ensure broad retrieval of literature 

related to 1) disclosure, 2) neurodivergence, 3) educational personnel and staff, and 4) 
engineering in the context of 5) higher education. We limited our search to English language 
documents only and only included peer reviewed articles, and conference papers. We did not put 
any limits on the search related to the publication dates. After removing duplicates, our 
search identified 344 papers.  

 
Screening of abstracts  

A team of researchers screened the 344 abstracts to determine if the papers met our 
criteria of focusing on disclosure of neurodivergence in the context of engineering 
higher education. We divided into two pairs for this stage of the review. Each team member 
evaluated our assigned abstracts and then met with a partner to compare decisions and resolve 
any discrepancies. When a pair was unable to reach an agreement, we consulted another member 
of the team. Throughout this process, we erred on the side of inclusion. In total, of the initial 344 
abstracts, only 11 advanced to full text review.  
 
Screening of full papers  

We performed another round of screening with the full papers, but this time all four 
members of the research team reviewed the 11 papers. Reviewing the full texts allowed us to 
remove papers that ultimately did not focus on disclosure of neurodivergence in the context of 
engineering education but were not excluded earlier because 1) the abstract did not provide 
enough detail for a confident decision, or 2) although the abstract referenced terms related to 
disclosure, the full paper revealed that disclosure was not a part of the study. In total, our full-
text screening process retained six of the 11 manuscripts.   

 
Scoping of full papers  

It was at this point in our scoping review that we finalized our inclusion criteria and begin 
the process of extracting and mapping the data [24]. The final inclusion criteria were:   

 Inclusion: The article addressed neurodivergent students  
 Inclusion: The article addressed some form of potential student disclosure or involvement 

that would imply a form of disclosure (e.g., student-faculty/staff 
disclosure, accommodations, community involvement/community connection)   

 Inclusion: The article addressed engineering or STEM students  
 Inclusion: The article addressed the higher education context  



Three members of the research team reviewed the six articles that met the criteria. We 
followed the same procedure used during the abstract and initial fulltext screenings: individual 
review, comparison of decisions, and consultation with a third reviewer when discrepancies 
arose. This resulted in four articles being included in the final systematic scoping review.  

  
Concurrently, we initiated the data extraction and mapping process [24] to address our 

research questions and assess the breadth of existing literature. We recorded key information 
from each article, including study population, institutional context, study purpose, methods, and 
results related to disclosure. We also maintained a section for additional comments to capture 
inductive insights that might inform subsequent analysis.  

 
Qualifying Papers  
 In Table 1, we present the general characteristics of the qualifying papers. 

 
Table 1. General characteristics of papers included in our review  

Paper Author Date Population Source Institutional 
Context 

Research 
Approach 

Harnessing the Strengths of 
Neurodiverse Students in 
Graduate STEM Fields: The 
Central Role of Advisor-
Advisee Communication 

Syharat, 
Hain, & 
Zaghi 

2024 Graduate 
STEM 
Students 

ASEE 
Annual 
Conference 
& 
Exposition 

U.S. 
Northeastern 
R1 
University 

Qualitative 

WIP: Comparison of 
Neurodivergent Student 
Prevalence in Engineering 
Across Two Institutions 

Bolhari, 
Bielefeldt, 
& Dyer 
  

2024 Undergraduate 
Engineering 
Students 

IEEE 
Frontiers in 
Education 

U.S. R1 
University 
& Master’s 
University  

Quantitative 

Burnout: The Cost of 
Masking Neurodiversity in 
Graduate STEM Programs 

Syharat, 
et al. 

2023 Graduate 
STEM 
Students 

ASEE 
Annual 
Conference 
& 
Exposition 

U.S. R1 
University 

Qualitative 

Experiences of 
neurodivergent students in 
graduate STEM programs 

Syharat, 
et al.  

2023 Graduate 
STEM 
Students 

Frontiers in 
Psychology 

U.S. R1 
University 

Qualitative 

 
Conclusions and Future Work   

Because the final inclusion criteria yielded only four papers, we elected not 
to proceed with more extensive data mapping and analysis. We paused at this stage in part 
because the research question could be addressed: if the question is “What is known about 
individual disclosure of neurodivergence to educators and staff in Engineering 
Education?” Then the answer is that very little is known. This finding underscores a significant 
gap in engineering education literature related to neurodivergent student disclosure.  
  

We present this as a Work-in-Progress paper because the limited number of 
engineering-specific studies identified in our scoping review highlights the need for continued 
exploration. Future research will expand the scope of the search, for example, by including 
broader STEM fields, related constructs (e.g., accommodation processes, belonging, and 
community), and broader forms of disability.   
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