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ABSTRACT

Malaysian parents are willing to allocate a huge sum of money to send their children to
private schools. With the number of private schools increasing rapidly, there is bound
to be competition among these schools. In a service industry such as a school, it is thus
important for managers to understand the various service features of a school that may
be of importance to parents. This research examines the facets of service quality that
may predominantly affect parental satisfaction of private schools in Selangor. This
study is aided by the SERVQUAL service quality measurement model and demographic
data is collected from Malaysian parents who acted as customers to these schools. The
data is then evaluated via the Structural Equation Model to discover the service quality
factors that influence the satisfaction of parents. Based on the results of the research,
aspects of service quality, such as Tangibility and Responsiveness, have an impact on
the satisfaction of parents. This study enables private school business owners to
understand the various service quality factors that affect customers of their schools and
work on methods to focus on customer retention by satisfying those needs. This research
also supports the Malaysian government in its aim to comprehend the various
challenges plaguing the education sector in order to enhance the quality of education.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 BACKGROUND OF THE STUDY

This study identifies and examines issues concerning Malaysian parental satisfaction
towards service quality attributes of private schools in Selangor, Malaysia. In the past
few years, the Malaysian education sector has been subjected to renewed critical
analysis leading to increased parental expectations of their children’s educational
outcomes (Malaysia Education Blueprint, 2013 - 2025). Satisfying the needs of parents
is a vital task of school management. The literature has found that parent satisfaction is
a key dimension for a school’s success (Bauch & Goa, 2000; Poterfield, 2003; Conyers,
2000; Griffith, 2000). Further, the quality of a school could be increased when more
energies are invested towards enhancing parent satisfaction (Salisbury etal., 1997). The
fact of the matter is that schools have to hold parent satisfaction in high regard as parents
are their core clients and will only express loyalty behaviour if their expectations are
satisfied (Bhote, 1996; Salisbury et al., 1997; Scheuing, 1995).

It is critical for businesses to consider the environmental factors that may affect
their business. For schools, parents’ satisfaction with its service quality is essential for
sustaining a good business. In school-based institutions, the parental units act as the
legal representatives of the customers (students) (Demirkol, 2013), and it is important
to know what parents think of the school’s quality (Bauch & Goa, 2000). Satisfaction
of parents with their child’s school is an important directive in measuring the school’s

effectiveness and the areas that may need improvement (Friedman et al., 2006).



School choice is often the result of educational factors or non-educational
aspects (Schneider & Buckley, 2002). An influx of Malaysian parents are enrolling their
children into private schools as their household wages seem to be elevated in recent
times, as well as perceiving private schools to be of superior quality (Malaysia
Education Blueprint, 2013 — 2025; Nuh, 2015). Parents whom frequently communicate
with their children about their school and are more involved are more likely to consider
private schools, and parents who felt that the level of collaboration between teachers
and parents was not sufficient were also more likely to consider private schools
(Goldring & Phillips, 2008). Parents may assume and claim that parent involvement
and parent communication are more easily facilitated and valued in private schools
(Goldring & Phillips, 2008). As service providers, private schools need the feedback of
parents to improve their competitive standing. Research has shown that the school
choice predictor is often based on the satisfaction of the parent with the school service
quality provided (Ham et al., 2003). Research has found that service quality does indeed
affect the satisfaction of a customer (Woodside et al., 1989; Spreng & MacKoy,1996).

Thus, understanding the service quality factors that influence parental
satisfaction may be relevant to private schools in Malaysia (Malaysian Education
Blueprint, 2013-2025). The Malaysian government has already contributed an
estimated 22% of the total federal budget on education, and this has caused an increase
in school enrolment across the country (Malaysia National Education for All Review
Report, 2015).

The various types of non-governmental schools in Malaysia (IPS Malaysia,
Ministry of Education) are stated below:

1. Private Primary Schools

2. Private Primary Religious Schools



3. Private Secondary Schools

4. Private Secondary Religious Schools

5. Private Secondary Chinese Schools

6. Private Schools for the Special Needs

7. International Schools

8. Expatriate schools

Research has shown that many schools measure parental satisfaction as it
measures the quality of the academic and learning skills provided to students, allowing
for the discovery of these measurements and to help improve the schools (Brown et al.,
1992). It is also noted that satisfaction of parents is created when the expectations of
parents are addressed positively (Olson, 1999). There have been various studies on the
parental satisfaction factors prevalent in schools. In the past, Tuck (1995) discovered
that some factors induce parent’s satisfaction such as the quality of the staff, the school
climate, academic programs, social development and extracurricular activities, as well
as parental involvement.

Friedman et al. (2007, p.278) cited an array of scholars that narrowed down a
variety of factors corresponding to satisfaction of parents, stating “Past research has
shown that school communication, parent involvement, academic achievement,
curriculum, school environment, school safety, staff quality, transportation are related
to overall parent satisfaction”. Bear et al. (2000) state that priority should be given to
training school teachers as they impact the student relationship by providing a positive
and compassionate environment, which will increase parent satisfaction. Comer (2007)
added to the importance of a school and argued that a good school must ensure that the
student has a positive environment that enables him/her to learn in a conducive manner

as well as improve in his/her development.



Apart from academic factors, it was also noticed that non-academic factors such
as school safety play a pivotal part in creating school satisfaction (Hausman & Goldring,
2000). In a multicultural environment such as Malaysia, notably Selangor, it is practical
that a study is done on parent satisfaction towards private schools, as studies have shown
that parents of different ethnic backgrounds tend to have different factors that make
them satisfied with their child’s school (Friedman et al., 2006). All of these further add
to the reasons to why it would be beneficial for private schools in Malaysia if the
satisfaction of parents were examined as it allows for an emphasis on customer
importance.

As parents act as the legal proxy to students in a private school (Demirkol,
2013), it is thus important to measure parent satisfactions in private schools, as
upholding the expectation levels of the parents with a school is pivotal in developing
their satisfaction towards the school (Olson, 1999). Parents who are not content with
their child’s school will leave the current school and invest in another school elsewhere
(Falbo et al., 2003). In a managerial perspective, according to several studies, 78% of
consumers have cancelled a transaction process or withdrawn from a planned purchase
due to a weak service experience (2011 Global Customer Service Barometer). Research
has also found that 81% of companies with strong capabilities and competencies for
delivering customer experience excellence is outperforming their competition
(Customer Experience Maturity Monitor, 2009). Since parents are major stakeholders
of private schools, it is important that their interactions with the school are satisfactory.
Bitner et al. (1990) stated that interaction that customers undergo with the
representatives of the firm in a service industry would act as the actual service element
that is presented to the customer. Hence, it is important that the firm representatives that

cater to the customers be trained in a proper manner. Bitner et al. (1990) went on to



state that a front-line employee who is not equipped with the skills to interact with the
customer will ultimately lead to dissatisfied customers.

Quality is the sum of the attributes of a product or service that has the capacity
to satisfy demands of a consumer (Kotler et al., 2002). This paper examines school
service quality attributes that satisfy parents via the SERVQUAL model. Parasuraman
et al. (1985, 1988) in analysing determinants of service quality developed a popularly
used instrument called the SERVQUAL to measure the magnitude of service quality in
a firm. The SERVQUAL construct is widely known as a measurement instrument to
measure the performance-expectations gap that is based on the five service quality
determinants that were emphasised by Parasuraman et al. (1988).

Parasuraman et al. (1985,1988) asserted that service quality determinants and
understandings stem from the Expectations Disconfirmation Theory proposed by Oliver
(1980). The Expectations Disconfirmation Theory tends to measure post-purchase
satisfactions that occur among the customers when the purchasing of a product or
service takes place. It states that the satisfaction component in a customer takes place
as a function of determinants such as the expectation of the product/service, the
perceived performance of the product/service and the disconfirmation of beliefs.
Scholars such as Ekinci, Dawes, & Massey (2008) agree that the satisfaction of a
customer is acknowledged and explained by the Expectancy-Disconfirmation Theory.

The Expectancy-Disconfirmation Theory states that when the service or product
has a lower performance measure than its expectations, thus a negative disconfirmation
occurs, and subsequently, a positive disconfirmation occurs when the service or product
has a higher performance measure compared to the expectations. The expectations act
as a benchmark for comparing quality. This theory was also suggested by Churchill &

Surprenant (1982), stating that satisfaction is influenced by the disconfirmation process



of a customer. This research will use the Expectations Disconfirmation Theory as its
theoretical background. Parasuraman et al. (1988) stated that the gap arising from the
expectation and perception process would efficiently describe the service quality
construct (Kulasin & Santos, 2005). This study advances the existing research and
utilises the SERVQUAL model to better understand parents’ satisfaction in relation to

determinants of service quality in a private school setting in Selangor.

1.2 STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM
Malaysian parents are highly selective when it comes to their child’s educational needs
and are willing to pay a large amount of money to achieve that. Sources from The Malay
Mail Online showed that one of the highest fees for the final year in a private high
school, Year 13, costs RM98,839 at the Mont’ Kiara International School (MKIS) for
the 2013/2014 academic year (Chi, 2014). These figures show that Malaysian parents
are willing to go the extra mile for private education. With more than a hundred
(Malaysia Education Blueprint, 2013 - 2025) private schools currently set up in
Malaysia, there is bound to be competition among the schools to be the top private
school in Malaysia. Having a surge in demand for private schools in Malaysia will lead
to each private school wanting to differentiate themselves. As the market will be
competitive with the influx of private schools, firms in a competitive environment look
at external factors such as the satisfaction of customers with the firm’s service quality,
as compared to the internal aspects of a company such as production (Gronroos,1992).
The UNESCO World Education Report mentioned that one of the education
sector’s most complex tasks in Malaysia was to address the challenges that burden its
growth to improve quality education beyond the year 2015 (Malaysia National

Education for All Review Report, 2015). The report went on to state that the Malaysian



government had already allocated 22% of the total federal budget to education,
indicating a strong commitment to the education sector, and showing that the
government is interested in increasing the quality of education in Malaysia (Malaysia
National Education for All Review Report, 2015). With this, the Ministry of Education
(Malaysia Education Blueprint, 2013 - 2025) has stated that it appreciates the feedback
from parents on methods that may collectively improve school progress.

The Ministry of Education also noted that important school matters such as
curriculum reforms that are being carried out are often facilitated by various factors,
such as public feedback and social factors, implying that these are crucial factors to be
considered (Malaysia; World data on education, 2010/11). According to the Malaysian
Educational Blueprint 2013-2025, in the year 2011, Malaysia had achieved near
universal enrolment at the primary level at 94%, and the percentage of students who
dropped out of primary school had been significantly reduced (from 3% in 1989 to just
0.2% in 2011). Enrolment rates at the lower secondary level (Form 1 to 3) had risen to
87%. The greatest improvement was undoubtedly at upper secondary level (Form 4 to
5, ages 16 to 17), where enrolment rates had almost doubled, from 45% in the 1980s to
78% in 2011. These enrolment rates are higher when factoring in enroliment in private
schools (Refer Table 1): 96% at primary, 91% at lower secondary, and 82% at upper
secondary level showing that there is a significant number of parents engaging in private

schools instead of public schools.



Table 1.1 Profile of the Malaysian Education System
(Retrieved from the Malaysian Education Blueprint 2013-2025)

Preschool Primary Secondary
Total Enrolment!  77% 96% 86%
Public System
Enrolment 42% 94% 83% 2
No. of Students 0.43 Mn 2.86 Mn 2.22 Mn?
No. of Schools 15,627° 7,714 2,218

1. Includes enrolment into private schools.

2. Excludes enrolment in post-secondary education.

3. Public preschools refer to preschools operated by the Ministry of Education,
KEMAS, and the National Unity Department.

As managers of a private school in Malaysia, it is important to ensure customer
retention as competition is rife (IPS Malaysia, Ministry of Education), adding to the fact
that customer satisfaction does effect customer retention positively (Reichheld &
Sasser, 1990). The study of parental satisfaction is among the main aims of the Ministry
of Education to allow for a much more transparent conduct of school performances and
to engage with parents on student achievement as well as areas of improvement in
current schools (Malaysia Education Blueprint, 2013 - 2025).

As many would claim that private school parents may be more satisfied with
their private school of choice when compared to public schools, there is little
explanation of the aspects of private schools that these parents desire (Rhinesmith et al.,
2016). This further establishes a reason that parental satisfaction with their child’s
school is important in the private sector. The service that is provided by a private school
has to be of high quality as the parents, who act as legal proxies of the students

(Demirkol, 2013), will evaluate the service provided in a private school and this post-



purchase evaluation process will lead to the satisfaction or dissatisfaction of the parents
(Kotler & Armstrong, 2012).

There have been almost no empirical studies on parental satisfaction with private
schools in Malaysia, let alone parent satisfaction with service attributes of a school
within Selangor. This research hopes to reduce the gap and demonstrate the relationship
between service quality determinants of the school and its influence on parent
satisfaction. Evaluating the quality of service provided by a school is important as high-
quality levels of an organisation can lead to elevated levels of consumer satisfaction
(Kotler & Keller, 2009). Concurrently, organisations agree that service quality has
strategic implications and strengths to establish a strong relationship with current
consumers and has the capabilities to attract new consumers (Ugboma et al., 2007).
Kotler et al. (2000) agreed that consumer satisfaction is influenced by how the product
or service quality may meet or exceed consumer satisfaction, and Jamal and Naser
(2003) state that service quality is a predictor of customer satisfaction. However, it is
not known if the service quality of a private school in Malaysia would lead to the
customers to be satisfied with the school.

To measure the service quality in a school within Selangor, the SERVQUAL
model will be applied to the private school setting. Parasuraman et al. (1988) stated that
the SERVQUAL measurement model is a versatile model to measure service quality
across various organisations, whereby its framework can be adapted to suit any
particular institution, including private schools. The model is also unique as its
acclaimed for its diagnostic capacity to discriminate the various service quality
shortcomings in industry, allowing for a prompt interference by the administrators if
there seem to be any defects in the service quality of an organisation (Jain & Gupta,

2004).



The SERVQUAL model has been used to measure the service quality in various
industries such as the tourism industry (Nowacki, 2005), the healthcare industry
(Babakus & Mangold,1992), the food and beverages industry (Lee & Hing, 1995), the
banking industry (Lee & Hwan, 2005), and even the higher education industry (Lupo,
2013). However, very few studies applied it to the private school setting, especially in
an ethnically diverse country like Malaysia. To date, there is limited empirical evidence
showing the factors that satisfy the parents whose children go to private schools in
Malaysia.

This study supports the Malaysian government’s objective to comprehend the
various challenges that impede the enhancement of quality education in Malaysia
(Malaysian Education Blueprint, 2013-2025). Salisbury et al. (1997) stated that
satisfying parental needs could increase the quality of schools and benefit school
administrators. In the education sector, service quality is often examined in the higher
education sector (Voss et al., 2007; Chahal & Devi, 2013; Clewes, 2003), but very little
emphasis is directed on examining the service quality in schools and its impact on parent
satisfaction. This study will examine school service quality and its relationship with
parental satisfaction in private schools in Malaysia.

When a parent makes a choice in selecting the school for their child, this is meant
to improve the educational experience of the child and suit their specific needs. Thus it
is important that the choice made by the parents must be satisfactory to the parent
(Teske, 2005). Data from the Department of Statistics Malaysia show that the number
of tertiary educated Malaysians have increased over the years (Labour Force Survey
Report, 2014). It is evident that families who are well educated seem to command a
higher salary and these parents will save money for their children’s education, having a

higher likelihood to opt for their child to be sent to private schools (Goldhaber, 1996).
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