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Abstract

In order to increase the precision of measurement, survey studies apply scales
for the evaluation of latent features. This study aimed to examine differential
item functioning (DIF) of Academic Alienation scale items in students based on
the Item Response theory (IRT) framework. DIF analysis is used to test the
hypothesis if the item parameters for the different groups of identical ability are
invariant. DIF analyses of gender and education duration were performed using
a sample of 1100 Psychology and educational sciences students in the city of
Tehran. The Academic Alienation items (Burbach, 1972) studied were 4-point
Likert-type scales. The questionnaire had three subscales: isolation,
meaningless, and powerlessness. Analyses were conducted using the graded
item response model with likelihood ratio (IRT-LR) tests of DIF. DIF analyses
were conducted with 4 anchor items and after Bonferroni adjustment only 3
items based on gender and 2 items according to education duration were
detected with meaningful DIF. The explanation of DIF detection can be
discussed based on the cultural context of universities. Sexual inequality,
teachers’ attitudes, university management policies, and finally educational
injustice may be the reasons for the sense of academic alienation in students.
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1. Introduction

Alienation is an important concept in the study of the behavior of adults,
because the feeling of alienation in people may be caused by conditions
in life that harm the mental health of a person. Therefore, it is very
important to use accurate and precise scales to measure alienation. One
of the important dimensions of this concept is academic alienation.
Mann (2005) defined academic alienation as "the state or experience of
isolation and separation from the academic group or educational
activity to which one should belong or participate”. Many factors play
a role in the formation of the phenomenon of academic alienation,
which can be divided into psychological, sociological and demographic
factors.

Research Question

According to this definition, in this research, we were looking for an
answer to this research question, in the framework of the item response
theory and using the likelihood ratio method (IRT-LR), whether DIF is
detected in items of the educational alienation questionnaire based on
demographic characteristics or not.

2. Literature Review

Recent studies have shown that various factors such as gender
(Mahmodi et al., 2017; Brown et al., 2003; Aloumani, 2006; Kheiltash,
2013; Shavarini, 2005) and the number of educational terms (Morinaj
et al., 2020; Schmidt & Sedlacek, 1970) were effective in the incidence
of academic alienation. In Hemati and Pirnia’s study (2016), the average
educational alienation in boys was significantly higher than that of girls.
However, the results are still different in terms of differences between
boys and girls. For example, Vahedi and Nazari (2011) and Roni (2015)
showed that academic alienation occurs more among girls.

3. Methodology

DIF analysis has been conducted to test the hypothesis that if the item
parameters for the different groups of identical ability are invariant. DIF
analyses of gender and education duration were performed using a
sample of 1100 Psychology and educational sciences students in the
city of Tehran. The Academic Alienation items (Burbach, 1972) studied
were 4-point Likert-type scales. The questionnaire had three subscales:
isolation, meaningless and powerlessness. Analyses were conducted
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using the graded item response model with likelihood ratio (IRT-LR)
tests of DIF.

4. Results

Based on the gender variable, the analysis was done with four anchor
questions. Eight of the 15 questions were identified as having DIF,
however, only 3 of them ("Administrative work is easy to do in this
university”, "I am an integral part of this university” and "Rapid
scientific changes and different information makes it impossible to
reach conclusions about the subjects”) detected as DIF item after
Bonferroni adjustment was conducted. Based on the number of
educational terms variable, the analysis was done with four anchor
questions. 9 out of 15 questions were identified as having DIF,
however, only 2 of them ("'l am an integral part of this university" and
"Most of the time | had the opportunity to be an influential person in
university decisions™) had significantly detected as DIF items after
Bonferroni adjustment.

5. Conclusion

Among the possible reasons for the occurrence of DIF in some items
may lie in the cultural context of Iranian universities (Islami Harandi,
Karimi and Nadi, 2018). In some cases, gender biases that lead to
discrimination against girls in some situations may explain the presence
of DIF in favor of girls in all three subscales (isolation, disability, and
meaninglessness). Also, in the context of the difference between
students in terms of the number of educational terms variables, it was
concluded that DIF was detected in the conditions of having enough
opportunity to be an effective individual in university decisions and
being an inseparable part of the university. It is possible that the attitude
of the teachers, management policies of the university and educational
justice in general are the source of the feeling of academic alienation in
students who have been in the educational environment for a long time
and have had more experiences in this field.
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