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ABSTRACT

Assessment of the quality of distance education institutions has become an important issue that needs to be
addressed to ensure program survival. This study uses SERVPERF model to identify the differences that exists
in students’ perception of service quality in public and private universities in Malaysia that offer distance
education. Our study confirms that this model is valid and reliable. We find that the students’ overall
perception of service quality is lower in all five dimensions of service quality for the private universities. The
dimensions that influence overall service quality are noticeably different for public and private universities. This
suggests that private universities need to improve their service provision in order to remain competitive.
Managerial implications of the major findings are discussed.

Keywords: Service Quality, SERVPERF model, distance education; higher learning institutions.
INTRODUCTION

The education sector in Malaysia has long been dominated by the public universities that have been mainly
funded by tax payers’ money. However, public universities in Malaysia are not able to meet the increasing
demand for higher education locally. Private higher education institutions (HEIs) are established to meet the
rising demand for tertiary education in Malaysia. The higher education industry was liberalized in 1996 with
the introduction of the Private Higher Educational Institutional Act (PHEIA). This resulted in the proliferation
of private higher education institutions (HEIs) in Malaysia. Privatization of higher education has been shown
to offer customers more choices, increase competition, improve economic efficiency and reduce the financial
burdens of the governments (Wilkinson & Yussof, 2005). Currently, there are 20 public universities, 26 private
universities, 405 public skill training institutes and 584 private skill training institutes in Malaysia that offer a
wide variety of courses. Enrolment in HEIs increased from 649,000 in 2005 to 1,156,293 in 2013. Almost
42 percent of the total enrolment in 2013 is accounted for by the private HEIs. Given the importance of private
HEIs in the Malaysian education sector, this study seeks to identify the level of service quality that they offer
and compare it that of the public HEIs that have long standing history in Malaysia.
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The issue of quality in HEIs has long been addressed through course review and accreditation (Huang, 2007).
In line with this, the Malaysian Qualifications Agency (MQA) was established in 2007 to ensure that public
and private institutions share the same quality control measures. However, under the concept of service
dominant logic where actors are resource integrators, delivering a service requires more than managing resources
or understanding processes to ensure that regulations are in place to meet the demands of the student.
Essentially, HEIs need to recognize that the interactions between service providers and consumers are also
critical in creating value for both parties. Angell et al. (2008) asserts that universities should shift from the
traditional routes of assessment and reviews that is product led to assessments that it customer focused. Service
quality assessment can provide HEIs valuable insights that can be used to improve program quality and justify
resource allocations. Universities can use service quality as a tool to attract students and generate revenue.
Students’ choice of HEI has been shown to depend on their perception of service quality (Donaldson &
McNicholas, 2004; Raemah & Rosli, 2011; Taner & Antony, 2006). Given the fact that students in Malaysia
have to pay more for their education now and have wider options to choose from, the HEIs need to ensure that
the services that they provide meet students’ expectations.

Even though service quality is important for the survival of both public and private institutions, its principles
have been implemented at a faster rate in private institutions compared to the public ones (Agus et al., 2007).
The public sector have been mostly influenced by political authorities and bureaucratic agencies (Caemmerer
& Dewar, 2013). As such it it less focused in meeting customers expectatioans. Kadir et al. (2000) confirms
that less focus has been given to issues relating to service quality in the Malaysian public sector. Nevertheless,
exploratory study conducted by Agus et al. (2007) on the Malaysian public sector confirms the benefits of
improving service quality to customers. This is very relevant for all the public universities in Malaysia that
have become less reliant on public funding since their corporatisation in 1998. In addition to focusing on
teaching and research, these insitutions have adopted the service culture which is practiced by the private entities
to remain competitive (Terpstra & Honoree, 2009).

Private HEIs are established to meet the rising demand for tertiary education in the existing fields of studies
and alternative field of studies which offers high employment opportunities. They are mainly driven by profit.
Even though private enterprise are known to offer higher quality compared to the public ones, the proposition
that private HEIs offer better quality than the public ones is debatable (James & Benjamin, 1988; Tilak, 1991).
Romero & Rey (2004) asserts that public HEIs are associated with higher quality compared to the private ones
because they are able to atract the best students. Raemah & Rosli (2011) finds that academic staff at the public
universities in Malaysia have higher level of commitment to service quality compared to those from the private
ones. On the other hand, Wilkinson & Yussof (2005) finds that private HEIs in Malaysia incur lower per
student expenditure, have higher student to staff ratio, employ less qualified staff and spent less on improving
physical facility. Nevertheless, their costs minimization strategy could happen at the expense of service quality.
This raises valid questions about the quality of services offered by private HEIs in Malaysia.

Most of the existing studies on service quality in Malaysian HEIs have focused on traditional setting that mainly
involves face-to-face classroom teaching (Abdullah, 2006; Jusoh et al., 2004; Zaibaf et al. 2013). Nevertheless,
the demand for distance education has increased over the years due to cost effectiveness, convenience, flexibility
and use of different delivery mode (Ancis, 1998; Burke, 1998). Distance education has made university courses
and programs more accessible to learners. Distance education in Malaysia was pioneered by Universiti Sains
Malaysia (USM) with the establishment of its Centre for Off-Campus Studies in 1971. As at 2015, there were
23,041 students enrolled in distance education programs in eight public HEIs. Private HEIs in Malaysia also
started offering distance education programs to meet the rising demand for higher education among working

18



adults. With more than 100,000 students, Open University Malaysia (OUM) is currently the leading provider
of distance education in Malaysia. Increasing number of students is also enrolled in the other five private HEIs
that offers distance education programs.

Despite gaining popularity, not much research has been done on issues relating to service quality in distance
education in Malaysia. Studies by Sim & Idrus (2003), Poon et al. (2004), Rashid & Latif (2004), San (2010)
and Hilmi & Ali (2012) on service quality in the Malaysian distance education have mainly focused on issues
related to student satisfaction, effectiveness of distance learning process, effect of service quality on the intention
to complete studies and distance learners’ perception of service quality and ease-of-use of the Learning
Management System (LMS). Even though these studies have looked at issues relating to service quality, none
of them have made comparison between students perception of service quality delivered by public and private

DEls.

This study aims to fill in the gap in the existing literature by analyzing students’ perception of service quality in
distance education. More specifically, it aims to compare students’ perception of service quality offered by
public and private distance education institutions (DEls) in Malaysia. The theoretical model by Romero &
Rey (2004) postulates that public HEIs offer higher quality compared to the private ones in equilibrium. This
happens mainly because they offer cheaper fees and attract more qualified students compared to the private
HEIs. The observation across European countries supports this theory. This study aims to test this theory in
the Malaysian DEIs setting. This analysis of this study will be done based on the survey response of distance
education students at two public funded universities and two private universities in Malaysia. The findings of
this study can help understand what customers’ value. More importantly, it can provide valuable insights to
the providers of DEls in emerging countries.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The development of quality management was only given some kind of importance in the service sector in the
1990s (Vinzant, 1996). Quality management in the service sector was fast becoming an important element in
the service delivery process as customer feedback provided a platform for improvement which lead to higher
customer satisfaction and increased revenues. One aspect of customer feedback was focused on trying to
understand the customers’ perspective of the service quality received. However, measuring service quality is a
daunting task compared to measuring product quality given its intangible, heterogeneity, inseparability and
perishability characteristics. Service marketing literature commonly uses perceived quality in trying to measure
service quality. Unlike objective quality that is derived based on the actual technical superiority or excellence of
the product, perceived quality is derived based on consumer’s judgement of the product’s overall superiority or
excellence (Zeithaml, 1988). The process of standardizing identical services is more difficult because an identical
service could be rendered in a different way by different members of the employees to different users of the

service at the same time, but more importantly it can be conceived differently by the consumers. The case is no
different for services delivered by in HEIs (Woodall, Hiller, & Resnick, 2014).

Existing literature offers various definition of service quality in higher education (Jain et al, 2011). Crosby
(1979) defines it as avoidance of defect in education while Peters et al. (1982) defines it as excellence in
education. Parasuraman et al. (1985)defines it as meeting or exceeding customer’s expectation. British Quality
Standard (BQYS) defines it as the ability to live up to the stakeholders” requirements and meet their expectations
(Brookes & Becket, 2007). Service quality has been shown to influence customer satisfaction and customer

loyalty (Tayyab & Rajput, 2014) and contribute towards higher long-term profitability (Zeithaml et al., 2006).
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Bateson (1977) highlights the importance of service quality to HEIs. He asserts that in depth knowledge about
students’ perceptions of service quality enable HEIs to deliver excellent customer service. Students are able to
differentiate the quality of services offered by HEIs (Carrilat, Jaramillo, & Mulki, 2009). Hence, any measures
taken to improve the education system by taking into account of students’ feedback will improve the outcome

quality (Glasser, 1990).

In the case of “Distance Education”, one significant perspective of education research focuses on the vital role
of the student as a co-producer of their own education and how this role, where students are required to invest
operand (tangible) and operant resources (non-tangible), might impact on the commercialization of higher
education (Molesworth, Nixon, & Scullion, 2009; Tapscott & Williams, 2010). For example, studies have
shown that in order for learning to occur, high levels of student participation and intellectual effort by the
students, in and outside their classes, are required (Syson, 2008). Arising from these arguments, studies in
relation to the students’ perspective on “perceived quality” of their university experience (Lizzio, Wilson, &
Simons, 2002; Picciano, 2002), “expectations” of the different stakeholders within the university (Sander,
Stevenson, King, & Coates, 2000; Telford & Masson, 2015), the relevant “information and processes” needed
to assist in their university experience (Eisenberg & Small, 1993), the perceived level of “confidence” required
to fulfil their objectives in co-creating their education (Sander & Sanders, 2003), the impact of social activities
on the student experience (Le Blanc & Nguyen, 1999), the perceived different “learning” processes that
encourages students’ intellectual growth and the “authority and “empowerment” necessary to aid students in
facing the challenges of a university education (Cook-Sather, 2002; Kotze & Plessis, 2003; Redding, 2005)
might impact on the overall service delivery.

These studies then appear to be strategically important as it informs universities on the students’ overall
perception of themselves, their intellectual inputs and commitment to their studies for obtaining their respective
qualifications. Additionally, this area of research appears to provide insights into the student’s level of
expectations of the university (Lizzio et al., 2002; Voss, Gruber, & Szmigin, 2007) and the services that
universities provide in order to support active student participation and interaction as an important element in
the student’s overall university experience (Cook-Sather, 2002; Picciano, 2002). More significantly, these
studies provide a critical link for university administrators as they impact on overall student satisfaction, a key
influence on both students’ and parents’ opinions when applying for places at universities (Douglas, Douglas,
& Barnes, 2006). Also, universities are increasingly focusing on this area as they re-engineer their organizations
to not only adapt to student needs, but to also develop a system for continuously monitoring how effective
they are in meeting or exceeding student needs in order to remain competitive (Elliott & Shin, 2002).

Existing service marketing literature offers various models in measuring service quality. Among the models
have evolved in the literature are the Gronroos model (Gronroos, 1983), SERVQUAL model (Parasuraman et
al., 1985), SERVPERF model (Cronin Jr & Taylor, 1992), Importance-performance analysis (IPA) (Ford et al.
1999) and INDSERV model (Gounaris, 2005). All of these models measure service quality from different
perspectives using dimensions that differ according to the schools of thought, industries, service type, culture
or firms operating in same industry (Sultan & Wong, 2010). SERVQUAL model is the most famous model
in measuring service quality. This model measures quality by comparing customers’ service perception with
expectations. For the most parts, other models are extensions or adaptations of SERVQUAL model (Buttle,
1996). Nevertheless, the applicability of this model in measuring service quality in higher education setting has
been questioned due to the lack of prior knowledge and experience (Chapman, 1979), potential
inappropriateness of the five dimensions (Carman, 1990; Cronin & Taylor, 1992) and the inability of
expectations to remain constant over time (Carman, 1990).
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The SERVPERF model proposed by (Cronin Jr & Taylor, 1992) is a simple and straight forward approach to
measure service quality based only on customers’ perception. They show that it produces better results, more
reliable estimations, greater convergent and discriminant validity, greater explained variance and less bias than
the SERVQUAL. Existing literature offers mixed results when comparing both models. Studies by Furrer et
al. (2000), Jain & Gupta (2004) and Bayraktaroglu & Atrek (2010) find that SERVQUAL scale is better at
measuring service quality while studies by Brochado (2009), Moisescu & Gica (2013) and Park & Ha (2013)
find that SERVPERE is better. However, the decision to choose between the two models should not be based
only on the results. Dabholkar et al. (2000) argues that it should be based on the purpose of the study.
SERVPEREF should be used if the study aims to find the determinants of service quality whereas SERVQUAL
should be used if the study aims to find the gap between customers’ expectation and perception. Devlin et al.
(2002) assert that SERVPERF is sufficient in measuring service quality because customers’ judgement of service
quality is often based on their expectations.

THEORETICAL BACKGROUND AND HYPOTHESES DEVELOPMENT

The key aim of this study is to measure students’ perception of service quality offered by private and public
HEEIs in Malaysia. In line with studies by Abdullah (2006), Brochado (2009) and Hui-feng (2010), this study
will use SERVPERF model in measuring service quality. Sultan & Wong (2010) postulates that SERVPERF
scale outperforms SERVQUAL scale in the context of higher education because the former explains more of
the variation in customer’s satisfaction than the latter. The SERVPERF model uses the dimensional approach
in measuring service quality. This approach focuses on service features and requires customers to rate them
based on their perception.

Similar to the SERVQUAL model, the SERVPERF model uses 23 perception items that are grouped into five
dimensions. These dimensions are reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles. Reliability
measures the service providers’ ability to perform the promised service dependably and accurately.
Responsiveness measures the service providers’ ability to assist and provide prompt service. Assurance measures
the service providers’ ability in ensuring that employees are knowledgeable, courteous, and able to convey trust
and confidence to customers on the service offered. Empathy measures the caring and individualized attention
that the service provider offers to its customers. Tangibility takes into account of the appearance of physical
facilities, equipment, personnel, and communication materials. These dimensions have been successfully used
by Rigotti & Pitt (1992), Abdullah (2006), Brochado (2009) and Hui-feng (2010) to measure service quality

in higher education setting.

DElIs are different compared to the traditional HEIs as they mainly involve in learning groups which are
separated and rely more on the use interactive telecommunications systems to connect learners, resources, and
instructors (Simonson, Schlosser, & Orellana, 2011). As a result, different dimensions need to be used in
measuring service quality in DEIs (Stodnick & Rogers, 2008 and Udo et al.,, 2011). The perceived service
quality evaluation models that are used for the traditional HEIs need to be modified since they take into account
of the direct interpersonal interactions and tangible elements such as premises, facilities, and service staff which
are less relevant in the case of distance education. In line with Stodnick & Rogers (2008) and Udo etal. (2011),
the fifth dimension of SERVPERF is modified to take into account of physical and online appearance of the

service.

The present study aims to identify the dimensions that affect service quality in DEIs. More specifically, this
study aims to address the following research questions:
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Is the SERVPERF model suitable in measuring service quality in DEIs?
Are there differences in the level of services offered by public and private DEIs?
Are there differences in the antecedents of overall service quality provided by public and private

DEIs?

The following hypotheses are tested in this study:

>

>

Reliability (5)

Responsiveness (4)

HI. There is a significant difference in students’ perception of the “Reliability” of services
provided by public and private DEIs.
H2. There is a significant difference in students’ perception of the “Responsiveness” of services
provided by public and private DEIs.
H3. There is a significant difference in students’ perception of the “Assurance” of services
provided by public and private DEIs.
H4. There is a significant difference in students’ perception of the “Empathy” of services
provided by public and private DEIs.
H5. There is a significant difference in students’ perception of the “Facility” of services
provided by public and private DEIs.
H6. There is a significant difference in the antecedents of overall service quality in the public

and private DEIs.

Service Quality

(D)

Figure 1. Service quality model: SERVPERF

METHODOLOGY

This study employs a quantitative methodology, employing two main statistical tools; factor analysis and

regression analysis. While factor analysis was used to assist with understanding the student’s perspective of

service quality, regression analysis was applied to identify the dimensions that affect service quality in distance
education. All of the items used to measure the five SERVPERF dimensions are adapted from the study by
Parasuraman et al. (1988) and previous theoretical research in education covering broad aspects such as learning

processes (academic success), interactions, engagements, information gathering (administrative actions such as

registration, library), building relationships, social activities and confidence. However, the wording is altered to
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suit a distance education setting. A 7-point Likert item is used for measuring the five constructs. In total, 23
perceptual measures were adapted to assist with understanding the student’s perspective of their university
experience with regards to the dimensions of service quality. To ensure that these measures were appropriate,
the professional opinions of two higher education academics were consulted to check for content validity of the
items and scales. Both experts had similar consensus that the source of literature and the measures were

appropriate and valid.

Data Collection

Participants in this study are students from DEIs in Malaysia. Based on the National Education Statistics
released by the Malaysian Ministry of Education in 2014, there are 14 HEIs that offer distance education in
Malaysia. The selection of DEIs for this study is made according to two criteria. First, only DEIs that use
“blended learning” approach that incorporates both online and face-to-face interactions between instructors
and students are chosen. Secondly, only DEIs that offer degree programs are chosen. Based on these criteria,
two private and two public DEIs that are among the oldest in the country are chosen. These institutions provide
the best platform for seeking the participants’ opinions about their respective education experiences. The self-
administered questionnaire is posted on the DEIs’ online student portal. Participations are based on voluntary
basis. This process yielded a total of 720 questionnaires. A total of 640 questionnaires have complete responses.
The descriptive statistics of the students are presented in Table 1.

Data Analysis

Measurement Model

The scales used in this study have been well established in previous literature. Hence, a confirmatory factor
analysis approach is carried out using SmartPLS to assess the validity and reliability of the data. The SERVPERF
model consists of 23 items describing five dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and
facility. The measurement model is assumed to be fit for model testing if it is reliable and valid. The latter is
tested by verifying the convergent and discriminant validity while the former is tested by verifying the reliability.
According to Fornell & Larcker (1981) convergent validity can be verified using three criteria: the factor loading
for individual items is more than 0.50, the average variance extracted (AVE) are above 0.50 and the composite
reliability (CR) of all the constructs is above 0.80. Results in Table 2 show that that all of the above criteria are
fulfilled. This conforms that the convergent validity of the measurement model is verified.

Table 1. Respondent background for public and private DEIs

Type of Institution

Public (39%)

Gender

Age

Education Level
Year of Study

Employment

Income

Computer literacy

Male (34%); Female (66%)

<25 (4%); 25<>35 (74%); 36<>45 (16%); >45 (6%)

SPM (10%); STPM (20%); Diploma (65%); Degree (5%)

Ist (3%); 2nd (33%); 3rd (33%); 4th (24%); >5th (7)

Full time (90%); Part time (8%); Unemployed (3%)

< RM2500 (48%); RM2501<>RM5000 (47%); > RM5001 (5%)
Beginner (1%); Basic user (38%); Intermediate user (49%);
Advance (21%)

Type of Institution

Private (61%)

Gender
Age

Male (42%); Female (58%)
<25 (21%); 25<>35 (42%); 36<>45 (29%); >45 (8%)
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Education Level SPM (27%); STPM (13%); Diploma (52%); Degree (8%)

Year of Study Ist (25%); 2nd (22%); 3rd (17%); 4th (24%); =5th (13)

Employment Full time (83%); Part time (10%); Unemployed (7%)

Income < RM2500 (50%); RM2501<>RM5000 (37%); > RM5001 (13%)
Computer literacy Beginner (2%); Basic user (30%); Intermediate user (60%); Advance (8%)

Discriminant validity is verified by observing the correlations between variables. A construct is considered
different if the AVE is greater than their shared variance. Anderson & Gerbing (1988) asserts that the square
root of the AVE for a given construct should be greater than the absolute value of the standardized correlation
of the given construct with any other construct in the analysis. Results in Table 3 verify the discriminant
validity of the measurement model. The reliability of the data is verified using Cronbach Alpha coefficient.
Results in Table 2 confirm that the Cronbach alpha’s value for all the constructs is above 0.89, well above the
minimum acceptable value of 0.80 (Gliem & Gliem, 2003).

Table 2. Convergent and discriminant validity

Average

Standard Variance Composite  ¢onphach

Quality Dimensions Loading Extracted Reliability Alpha
(>0.50) G071 (>0.8)

Reliability 0.75 0.94 0.92
The university provides services as promised. 0.865
The university provides dependable services. 0.875
The university performs services right the first time. 0.893
The university provides services at the promised time. 0.883
The university maintains error-free records. 0.781
Responsiveness 0.75 0.92 0.89
The university keeps students informed about when services will be performed 0.823
The university provides prompt service to students. 0.899
The university is willing to go out if its way to help students. 0.877
The university is always ready to respond to students’ request. 0.881
Assurance 0.82 0.93 0.89
The university staff makes students feel safe in their transactions. 0.883
The university staffs are consistently courteous. 0.922
The university staffs have the knowledge to answer students’ questions. 0.901
Empathy 077 094 0.93
The university gives students individual attention. 0.849
The university deals with students in caring fashion. 0.857
The university has students’ best interest at heart. 0.884
The university understands the need of the students. 0.896
The university is genuinely concerned about the students. 0.895
Facility 0.77 0.95 0.94
The university has visually appealing facilities. 0.839
The university has LMS* that provides useful information. 0.898
The university has LMS that provides accurate information. 0.894
The university has LMS that provides high quality information. 0.903
The university has LMS that provides visually appealing materials. 0.893
The university has staffs that have neat and professional appearance. 0.826

* Learning Management System
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Mean Comparison

Table 3 shows that the means for all 23-items measuring service quality perceptions for public DEIs are above
4.75. The lowest mean of 4.76 is recorded for “maintaining error-free records” while the highest mean of 5.43
is recorded for “useful information in learning management system”. Among the five dimensions, students’
perception of public DEIs service quality is highest for Facility. Within that dimension, highest perception
relates to the learning management system. On the other hand, students’ perception of public DEIs service
quality is lowest for Empathy. More specifically, students perception is lowest relating to the type of attention
that that they receive. Hence, public DEIs need to work on providing more individualized attention to students.
The means for all 23-items measuring service quality perceptions for private DEIs are above 4.3. The lowest
mean of 4.41 is recorded for “maintaining error-free records” while the highest mean of 5.43 is recorded for
“making students feel safe in their transactions”. Even though students’ perception of private DEIs service
quality is highest for Assurance compared to other dimensions, it is lower than students’ perception of public
DElIs service quality for Assurance. Students’ perception of private DEIs service quality is lowest for Reliability.
This suggests that private DEIs need to improve their service by making it more dependable and accurate. In
general, the private DEIs also need to improve its services on a number of other areas. Among others, they need
improve on their willingness and readiness to respond to students’ request. They also need to ensure that their
staffs are capable in responding to students queries. Private HEIs also need to improve on the caring and
individualized attention that they give to student. Even though private HEIs fare better in the Facility
dimension, they need to ensure that the online and offline facilities that they offer are more appealing to
students.

Table 3. Mean comparison

Mean values
Public Private

Reliability

The DEI provides services as promised. 5.26 4.80
The DEI provides dependable services. 5.13 4.79
The DEI performs services right the first time. 5.08 4.78
The DEI provides services at the promised time. 5.12 4.85
The DEI maintains error-free records. 4.76 4.41
Responsiveness

The DEI keeps students informed about when services will be performed. 5.32 5.09
The DEI provides prompt service to students. 5.15 4.79
The DEI is willing to go out if its way to help students. 5.12 4.78
The DEI is always ready to respond to students’ request. 5.18 4.83
Assurance

The DEI staff makes students feel safe in their transactions. 5.21 5.15
The DEI staffs are consistently courteous. 5.09 5.05
The DEI staffs have the knowledge to answer students’ questions. 5.31 4.96
Empathy

The DEI gives students individual attention. 4.87 4.69
The DEI deals with students in caring fashion. 4.83 4.72
The DEI has students’ best interest at heart. 5.10 4.81
The DEI understands the need of the students. 5.13 4.76
The DEI is genuinely concerned about the students. 5.08 4.80
Facility

The DEI has visually appealing facilities. 5.09 4.79
The DEI has learning management system that provides useful information. 5.43 5.08
The DEI has learning management systems that provides accurate information. 5.41 5.07
The DEI has learning management systems that provides high quality information. 5.32 5.05
The DEI has learning management systems that provides visually appealing materials. 5.19 4.80
The DEI has staffs that have neat and professional appearance. 5.33 5.08
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Hypothesis Testing

Test of Difference - Comparison of Public and Private DEls

Independent t-tests are performed to compare public and private DEIs’ students’ perceptions of the five
dimensions of service quality proposed by the SERVPERF model. The results of this analysis are summarized
in Table 4. The results reveal that students from public DEIs and private DEIs differ in their perception level
of the five dimensions of service quality. More specifically, we find that students’ perceptions of the five
dimensions of service quality is significantly lower for the private DEIs compared to the public DEIs. The
mean score for reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and facility is significantly different for public and
private HEIs supporting hypotheses 1 to 5. Before running the regression analysis, we performed a Chow test
to analyse the influence of five antecedents of overall service quality among the public and private DEIs’
students. This is done by comparing the regressions using pooled and two non-pooled samples (Chiu & Hofer,
2015; Chow, 1960). The Chow test statistics is calculated based on the following method:

[RSS, — (RSSy + RSS;)]/ k
[(RSS; + RSS,)/ (n — 2Kk)]

In this case, RSSp is the residual sum of squares of the pooled sample regression, RSS! is the residual sum of
squares of the public DEIs sample regression, and RSS2 is the residual sum of squares of the private DEIs sample
regression. The parameter 7 is the number of observations while £ is the number of parameters. We obtained
a F-value of 2.92. The F-table of critical values displays a cut-off value of #(0.05, 6, 640) = 2.11. Since the F-
value is greater than the critical value, this result confirms that there are significant differences between the
public and private DEIs samples. As a results, performed separate regression analyses for each sample group.

Table 4. Hypotheses testing

Mean values

Public  Private t Sig. (2-tailed)
Reliability 5.0704  4.7271 5.148 .000
Responsiveness 5.1949  4.8764 4.705 .000
Assurance 5.1994  5.0487 2.096 .036
Empathy 4.9988  4.7757 3.142 .002
Facility 52924  4.9734 4.808 .000

Regression Analysis

We used linear regression to test the relationship proposed by the SERVPERF model. The regression analysis
are carried out separately for public and private DEIs in order to assess the relative impact of the five
SERVQUAL dimensions on the overall perception of service quality. The model summary statistics display a
good fit for the public DEIs (R? = 0.441) sample with 44.1 percent of the variance in overall service quality
explained by the model. The analysis of variance (ANOVA) shows that the overall model is statistically
significant (p < 0.05). The variance inflation factors (VIF) values are all well below ten and as a result the
multicollinearity concerns can be ruled out for this model (Myers, 1990). The results in Table 5 show that
Emparhy does not exert significant influences on the overall service quality of public DEIs. The findings also
show that of the four variables that significantly influence the overall service quality, Reliabilizy is the most
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influential coefficient (B = 0.299, p < 0.05). This result is followed by Responsiveness which accounts for 19.6
percent of total variance in overall service quality. Assurance and facility also have significant influence on
overall service quality.

The SERVPERF model explains 68.5% of the variance in overall service quality of private DEIs (R? = 0.685).
The ANOVA indicates that the overall model is statistically significant (p < 0.05) and VIF results confirm that
multicollinearity concerns can be ruled out. The results show that assurance and facility do not exert significant
influence on the overall service quality of private DEIs. Reliability accounts for 57.5 percent of total variance
in overall service quality (p < 0.05). On the other hand, responsiveness and empathy account for 15.6 percent
and 12.8 percent of the variance in overall service quality.

Overall, our findings suggest that the SERVPERF model explain higher percentage of variance in overall service
quality of private DEIs compared to public DEIs. The results also illustrate that there are significant differences
with regard to the antecedents of overall service quality in the public and private DEIs, supporting hypothesis
H6. The public DEIs need to focus on the dimensions of services quality that relates to reliability,
responsiveness, assurance and facility to enhance students’ overall perception of service quality. On the other
hand, the private DEIs need to focus on the dimensions of services quality that relates to reliability,
responsiveness and empathy to enhance students’ overall perception of service quality.

Table 5. Regression analysis

Public (adjusted R square = 0.441) | Private (adjusted R square = 0.685)

Beta t sig Beta t sig
Reliability 299 3.524 .001 575 8.654 .000
Responsiveness .196 1.944 .053 156 2.015 .045
Assurance .166 1.957 .052 -.076 -1.286 .199
Empathy -.082 -.972 332 128 1.854 .064
Facility .160 2.042 .042 .059 1.005 316

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

Rising demand for distance education services among working adults in Malaysia is in line with the aspirations
of the government in enculturating lifelong learning among its citizens. This has increased the number of DEIs
in Malaysia and is seen as a necessary reason to investigate the quality of the service offered by these institutions.
Distance education service provider and the consumers are very much reliant on each other to create value.
Even though universities have their own benchmark to measure the quality of their services, this may not
necessarily be aligned with students’ perception of the DEIs’ service quality. Hence, it is vital for us to explore
how students perceive the quality of the service provided by the DEls. In addition, greater participation by
private entities in providing distance educational services provide a valid motivation for this study to compare
students’ perception of service quality delivered by public and private DEIs.

Overall, we find that students’ perception of service quality is lower for private DEIs compared to public DEIs.
We find that the SERVPERF model is able explain higher percentage of the variations in overall service quality
of private DEIs compared to public DEIs. Our findings also imply that the impact of SERVPERF construct

on the overall perception of service quality varies, based on the type of institutions which are assessed. These
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findings have several implications. Firstly, private DEIs in Malaysia need to work on improving the quality of
their services. This is essential in ensuring that they are able to compete with public DEIs in attracting more
students. Secondly, the findings of this study support the assumptions that service quality perceptions differ
significantly across type of institutions and highlight the need for a more differentiated view on service quality
based on the institutional context. Thirdly, the findings of this study show that different dimensions need to
be used to measure service quality according to the type of the business entity as stated by Sultan & Wong
(2010).

From a theoretical perspective, this study has raised a very pertinent question of “How does service quality
perception vary under different institutional context?” This paper is among the earliest to validate the
SERVPERF model in a public vs private distance educational context. The findings of this study also yield a
number of managerial implications for distance education providers. Public DEIs need to ensure they provide
reliable and responsive services. Managerial attention also need to be focused on ensuring that employees are
knowledgeable, courteous, and able to convey trust and confidence to students on the service offered. In
addition, they need ensure that due considerations are given to the physical and online aspects of the services.
On the other hand, private DEIs need to ensure that the services that they offer to students are reliable,
responsive and empathetic. An interesting finding of this study is that even though reliability of service is the
most influential factor in predicting the overall service quality of both type of DEls, its influence on private
DElIs is almost double compared to public DEIs. Hence, this is a pertinent area that private DEIs need to focus
on in improving students’ perception of their service quality.

The cost of education at private HEIs is significantly higher compared to public HEIs. Despite the high fees
that they charge, we find that they are not able to deliver better services to students. One of the possible reasons
why this is happening could be due to the reasons why these institutions emerged in Malaysia. Private HEIs in
Malaysia exist as a solution to capacity and accessibility issues. Most of the time, students are compelled to
enter private HEIs because they don’t have other options. In contrast, private HEIs emerged in countries like
Indonesia and Bangladesh to provide more options for the students to choose from. Hence, they provide better
service and are highly rated compared their public counterparts (Mazumder, 2014). Our findings suggest that
private HEIs in Malaysia need to pay more attention to issues related to service quality. They can use this as a
tool to attract more students not only from this country but also from abroad.

LIMITATIONS AND FURTHER RESEARCH

The findings of this study must be seen in light of its limitations. First, this study was only carried out in
selected Malaysian DEIs. Generalising the results to other countries’ education system should be done with
caution. Second, this study is only focused on local students. Future research can expand it to include foreign
students. Third, this scudy only looked at the suitability of the SERVPERF model in distance education setting,
future research may expand this study by developing a broader conceptual model that influence perceived service
quality in distance education.
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