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Abstract

The aim of this research is to explore the crucial dimensions of service quality experienced by
disabled students at Malaysian HEIls. The Malaysian public universities were selected as a research
context. This research involved disabled students registered at selected Malaysian public
universities. Purposive sampling technique was utilized for selection of the respondents. Face-to-
face interview was conducted to gather the data. Thematic technique was performed to analyze
the data. Result from the interview indicated that the disabled students were less satisfied with
service experience offered by Malaysian public universities. The results also revealed that four
dimensions need to give extra attention to improve the quality of disabled students’ service
experience at Malaysian HEls. The service dimensions include physical facilities, access to learning,
communication, and empathy. This research will give a positive impact to the university’s
management in providing service quality according to the disabled students’ needs.

Keywords: Service quality, service delivery, disabled students, higher education.

Introduction

The effectiveness of service delivery offered by Malaysian Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) will
be more integrated and holistic if the interests of disabled students are also considered. Malaysia
Education Blueprint 2015-2025 (Higher Education) outlines a crucial agenda related to quality and
efficiency of service delivery to students, especially to students with disabilities. This is in line with
Malaysia Plan of Action for People with Disabilities (PWDs) 2016-2022 which outlines the
importance of upgrading the accessibility of the disabled people towards a quality and inclusive
education at all educational level. This agenda has also been supported by the United Nation (UN)
that acknowledged the importance of access to education among PWDs to assist them achieve an
equality and recognition by the community (Hasnah et al., 2010).
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In 2017, data revealed by Ministry of Higher Education (MoHE) reported about 2444 disabled
students had registered at Malaysian public universities. Yet, this number is too small as compared
with the total student enrolment at higher education level, which contributes only 1.1% from total
public universities students (MoHE Data Management Unit, 2017). In general, the universities have
taken various initiatives to upgrade the quality of service delivery to the disabled students.
However, the quality level of accessibility and disabled-friendly facilities of service delivery offered
by Malaysian HEls is still unsatisfactory (Falina & Safura, 2017). Consequently, these could possibly
affect the opportunities and achievement of disabled students.

As reported in the previous research, the weaknesses aspects of service delivery offered to disabled
students include poor physical facilities, inefficient of enrolment process and access to learning,
and poor employees’ awareness towards the needs of the disabled students (Reed, Kennett &
Emond, 2015; Falina et al., 2015; Hariza, 2012; Samsuri, 2012). Additionally, the measurement
models to gauge the service quality specifically in the education industry such as HEdPEREF,
SERVQUAL and SERVPEREF still fail to explore the service delivery experiences from the perspective
of disabled students (Vaughan & Woodruffe-Burton, 2011). Therefore, this research is conducted
to explore the service quality dimensions experienced among disabled students, specifically at
Malaysian public universities. Accordingly, the research outcomes will assist the HEIls to increase
the efficiency and quality service delivered to the students, especially to students with disabilities.

Literature Review
Overview of Service Quality Experience among Disabled Students in HEIs

Research on access to education for disabled students has been conducted by researchers based

on different views and approaches. Table 1 discusses the summary of researches on disabled
students’ perception towards service quality offered in HEls:
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Table 1 Researched on disabled students’ perception towards service quality in HEIs

Researcher Finding
Brodwin et al. (2002) There are 4 obstacles of learning faced by the disabled
Hall & Tinklin (1998) students in HElIs:
McCarthy & Campbell i Physical surrounding
(1993) ii. Enrolment process
iii. Information accessibility during study
iv. Low awareness among academic and non-
academic staffs
Konur (2000) Discrimination towards the disabled students at every
level of studies including:
i Intake
ii. Enrollment
iii. Service channel
iv. Accommodation and graduation
Brostrand (2006) Myth and negative stereotype about disabled students
Longoria (2006) produce prejudice attitude in context of social,
education and vocational.
Abdul Munir et al. (2015) | Stress on physical surrounding was the main obstacle to
Redpath (2013) disabled students at HEIs such as access to campus, class,
Holloway (2001) library and support services.
Hazlin & Safura (2017) Weakness in the quality of facility for disabled students
is the main issue of disabled students’ access to
education.

In conclusion, the service quality offered by HEls to disabled students are still poor and require
continuous improvement. The most critical aspects that need to be improved by HEls is the physical
facilities, enrolment process and staffs awareness towards the needs of disabled students.

Service Quality Theory and Measurement Model

Expectation Disconfirmation Paradigm (EDP) is a theory used to assess service quality within
various service contexts (Anderson, 1973: Oliver, 1980; Olshavsky & Miller, 1972). EDP theory
defined service quality as the gap between customers’ expectation of service and their perception
towards service experience (Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988, 1991). According to Buttle (1996),
service quality refers to the capability of an organization to deliver high standard of services to
fulfill the customers’ expectations and requirements.

Based on EDP theory, SERVQUAL (service quality) model was developed and widely used to
measure quality attributes across various service industries (Parasuraman et al., 1985, 1988, 1991).
SERVQUAL consists of 22 indicators representing five dimensions of service quality, namely
reliability, responsiveness, assurance, empathy and tangibles. Several researches had discussed the
problems of SERVQUAL model including the ambiguity in its conceptualization, unclear theoretical
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justification of the customer’ expectations, and the ambiguity in defining the relationship between
service quality and customer satisfaction (Cronin & Taylor, 1994; Sultan & Wong, 2010; Teas, 1993).
In order to overcome these issues, the SERVPERF model is developed to measure the service quality
from the customers’ perception only (Cronin & Taylor, 1996). The literature has supported the
validity of SERVPERF model due to its ability to produce better as compared to SERVQUAL
expectation-perception analysis (Bayraktaroglu & Atrek, 2010; Seth, Deshmukh & Vrat, 2005)

HEdJPERF (higher education performance) is a scale developed to measure service quality in higher
education sector (Abdullah, 2005, 2006). The scale emphasized on quality delivery activities in
higher education, includes academic and non-academic aspects from students’ point of view.
According to HEdPERF scale, service quality is conceptualized as assessment of total higher
education services based on students’ experience. HEdPERF instrument has been empirically
tested for unidimensionality, reliability and validity using both exploratory and confirmatory factor
analyses (CFA) (Abdullah, 2005). Although, SERVQUAL, HEdPERF and SERVPERF have been used in
measuring service quality in HEls, these models still fail to measure service experience from
disabled students’ standpoint (Vaughan & Woodruffe-Burton, 2011). In conclusion, there is a need
to explore extensively the needs of disabled students towards the service quality offered by HEls.

Methodology

Population, sample and sampling technique

This research involved disabled students registered at Malaysian public universities. According to
datarevealed by MoHE (2017), a total of 2,444 disabled students had registered at Malaysian public
universities (Data Management Unit, MOHE, 2017). In this research, five disabled students from
the selected Malaysian public universities were involved in face-to-face interview. The purposive
sampling technique was utilized to select the respondents for the interview process.

Instrumentation

A set of questions were developed based on the disabled students’ experiences towards service
quality offered by Malaysian public universities. The questions covered the education services
aspects including the process, learning environment and facilities.

Data Analysis

In this research, the qualitative approach was applied as research design. The main reason of
selecting this approach is to explore in depth the service quality aspects needed by the disabled
students while studying at HEls. The qualitative data gathered were analyzed using the thematic
technique.

Data Analysis Result

The face-to-face interview was conducted to extensively explore the disabled students’
experiences towards service quality at Malaysian public universities. The disabled students
involved in the research were given the code, ROKU1 (visual impairment), ROKU2 (physical
disability), ROKU3 (deaf), ROKU4 (physical disability) and ROKU5 (speech impairment) to protect
their identity. The results indicated that disabled students were less satisfied with the services
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offered by Malaysian public universities. The interviews’ results had categorized the needs of
disabled students into four main themes/dimensions, namely physical facilities, access to learning,
communication and empathy.

i Physical facilities dimension refers to the ability of the university in providing the
disabled-friendly infrastructures. The followings are the interviews’ results with the
selected disabled students:

....... “ramp facility special for blind students and other facilities such as lift, wheelchair
and toilet for disabled person are very much needed to help me move around. Even more
important is having the tactical guiding block for the blinds”.... (ROKU1)

.................. “disabled-friendly infrastructure is very important especially the wheelchair
ramp for wheelchair-bound user like myself” (ROKU2)

.“overall, I feel the design of most building in public universities is still less disabled-
friendly. This causes difficulties for disabled students to access route such as the usage
of unsuitable door, floor finishing, textured path and incomplete ramp” (ROKU3)

“facility is not disabled-friendly especially the information counter is too high for me. |

am a Little People, so it is very difficult for me to communicate with the staff at the
counter...” (ROKU4)
............. “I still not satisfied with the available facilities...for example, the elevator is
always not functioning causing us the disabled students unable to go to the level that
we want to go....Consequently, matters that need to be resolved on that day had to be
postponed”... (ROKU5)

ii. Access to Learning dimension is defined as the extent to which the quality of teaching
and learning delivered by the lecturers is able to meet the expectations of disabled
students. The followings are the interviews’ results with the selected disabled students:

“access to disabled-friendly learning equipment such as Braille and talkback
feature in laptop and smartphone are not available, causing difficulties for disabled
students to obtain accurate information”....(ROKU1)

...... “access to the academic sources is also difficult for the disabled students. | like to
go to the library but the book racks are too high for me to reach the books that | want”
(ROKU2)

............... “It’s hard for me to hear clearly to lectures because there are lecture halls
which does not have microphone for the lecturer to use” (ROKU3)

.............. “The narrow space in the lecture hall and the crowded chairs and tables makes
it hard for me on a wheelchair to enter the lecture hall” (ROKU4)

........... “I think reference materials and books are not enough for the disabled students”
(ROKUS5)

iii. Communication measures the extent to which the employees at university give a

positive feedback when serving the services to the disabled students. The followings are
the interviews’ results with the selected disabled students:
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..... “there are staff who raised their voice when | am asking them questions....I don’t
feel comfortable”.....(ROKU1)

...... “lecturers give less attention to me, maybe they are less exposed to disabled
students”......(ROKU2)

....... “staff at the counter speaks too quick when dealing with us as if they do not
understand our weaknesses”......(ROKU4)

...... “I’'m always excluded by lecturer during class activities, lecturer is more focused on

able-bodied friends”......(ROKU5)

iv. Empathy refers to the service process and education environment that are sensitive to
the needs of disabled students. The followings are the interviews’ results with the
selected disabled students:

........ “sometimes university staff gives slower response when | ask question...| have to
wait long for the response”....(ROKU1)

............. “lecturers give us less attention”........(ROKU2)

............. “I feel the university staff still have less knowledge on disabled students’
needs”......(ROKU3)

............ “I like studying at this university....it is just that the staffs are not sensitive with
the existence of us the disabled students”.....(ROKU4)

.......... “the staff working here are all good people....however the service are quite slow,
I have to wait a bit long”.....(ROKU5)

Discussion and Conclusion

This research revealed that the disabled students were still less satisfied with service quality
offered by the Malaysian public universities. The results of the interviews highlighted the service
quality experienced by disabled students at Malaysian public universities were categorized into
four main dimensions, namely physical facilities, access to learning, communication and empathy.
Physical facilities refers to the ability of the university in providing the disabled-friendly
infrastructures such as safe building design, disabled-friendly learning equipment and safe
accessibility to the location in the university. The access to learning dimension measures the extent
to which the quality of teaching and learning delivered by the lecturers is able to meet the
expectations of disabled students, such as lecturers are aware of the needs of disabled students
and involve them in learning activities. The communication dimension measures the extent to
which the employees at university give a positive feedback when serving the services to the
disabled students. Whereas, the dimension of empathy refers to the service process and education
environment that are sensitive to the needs of disabled students, for instance the services offered
are fair to those with disabilities.

This research can positively impact the university management to be more aware in providing

quality service to disabled students according to their needs. In addition, this research can also
increase the awareness and acceptance of disabled students among the campus community. The
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dimensions of the service quality including physical facilities, access to learning, communication
and empathy are hoped to assist the university and the Ministry of Higher Education to construct
strategies for better service delivery systems for disabled students.

Limitation of Study

This research also has its own limitations that can provide opportunities for future researchers to
conduct further research. The exploration of dimensions of service quality experience among
disabled students in this research was using the face-to-face interviews. Nevertheless, the types of
disabilities involved were limited as the research only focused on students with physical, visual and
auditory disabilities. In order to improve the reliability of the dimensions studied, future research
can further expand the study population which encompasses various types of disabilities. This
research used the qualitative technique in exploring the service quality experienced by the disabled
students. However, the dimensions of the service quality developed can be validate using the
guantitative technique such as Exploratory Factor Analysis and Confirmatory Factor Analysis.
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