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With the increasing competition among universities and higher education institutions to
attract international students, the quality of educational services, as a core competency,
can create a competitive advantage for universities. The aim of the present study was to
investigate the quality of educational services provided to Arabic-speaking international
students at the University of Qom, one of the leading universities in attracting
international students, using the SERVQUAL model. This study was an applied study
that employed a survey strategy. The data collection instrument was the SERVQUAL
questionnaire, whose reliability was assessed using Cronbach’s alpha coefficient. The
statistical population consisted of 1,325 Arabic-speaking international students studying
at the University of Qom during the 2023-2024 academic year (1402—-1403 in the Iranian
calendar). According to the Krejcie-Morgan table, the required sample size was 302
participants. However, due to existing circumstances, including the limited physical
presence of international students at the university, the lack of recruitment of new
international students at that time, difficulties in coordinating with administrators to
distribute the questionnaires, and some students’ unwillingness to participate or
insufficient care in completing the questionnaires, a sample of 281 students was selected.
Paired-samples t-tests, independent-samples t-tests, and ANOVA were used to analyze
the data using SPSS version 22. The results showed gaps between students’ perceptions
and expectations across all dimensions of educational service quality, with the largest
gap observed in responsiveness, followed by reliability, empathy, assurance, and
tangibles. The findings also revealed significant differences in students’ perceptions and
expectations regarding educational service quality based on age, but no significant
differences based on gender or level of study. In addition, significant differences were
found in perceptions based on faculty of enrollment, whereas no significant differences
were found in expectations. Universities can attract international students by meeting
their needs and expectations regarding educational service quality and improving the
quality of their services. These efforts can contribute to the Ministry of Science’s plan
to place Iran among the top 10 countries in attracting international students, support
economic development, and improve international students’ perceptions of Iran, which
has a long and distinguished scientific history.
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Introduction

Students’ attitudes toward the educational services provided by universities are considered an essential
factor in evaluating the quality of university educational services (Zarei et al., 2016). Prospective
students thoroughly assess universities before admission. Their decision to enroll in a university is
strongly influenced by the institution’s ability to differentiate itself from competitors, as these students
want to ensure that optimal services are offered to guarantee growth and development alongside an
excellent student experience (Chanaka & Kumara, 2016). Student satisfaction requires identifying their
perceptions and expectations regarding the quality of university educational services and fulfilling their
needs and expectations (Martinez-Arguelles & Batalla-Busquets, 2016). In order to remain competitive
with other universities, administrators of universities and higher education institutions must make
significant efforts to achieve student satisfaction (Llach et al., 2016).

Method

For the analysis of the collected data, SPSS 22 software was used, applying paired t-tests, independent
t-tests, and ANOVA. To examine differences between international students’ perceptions and
expectations across each dimension of educational service quality, paired t-tests were employed. To
assess the mean scores of each dimension of educational service quality by age, level of study, and
faculty of enroliment, one-way ANOVA was applied.

Results

The results indicated that there was a gap between perceptions and expectations of these
students across all dimensions of educational service quality, with the largest gap observed in
responsiveness, followed by reliability, empathy, assurance, and tangibles. Furthermore, the
findings revealed that there were significant differences in students’ perceptions and
expectations based on age, but no significant differences with respect to gender or level of
study. In addition, regarding faculty of enrollment, a significant difference was found in
perceptions, whereas expectations showed no significant difference.

Conclusions

Regarding tangibles, this gap may be due to the fact that the university environment and classroom
settings were not sufficiently adapted to meet the needs and language requirements of these students in
a way that fully satisfied their expectations. Greater efforts are therefore required in areas such as
physical facilities, educational tools, and supplementary equipment.

For reliability, part of the gap may be attributed to teaching methods that were not fully comprehensible
to students. Another possible reason is that the resources used for teaching were not specialized Arabic
sources, were not easily accessible, or were non-Arabic materials that had not been translated in a clear
and understandable manner. To improve reliability, more effort should be directed toward presenting
content in ways that are comprehensible to students, providing clear information about assignments and
evaluations, and ensuring easy access to specialized academic resources.
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In the dimension of responsiveness, the gap may be due to service providers’ limited proficiency in
Arabic, insufficient experience or skills, or the heavy workload of faculty and staff, which reduced their
sensitivity to students’ needs and feedback. Consequently, students found them less accessible and less
responsive, and their concerns were not adequately communicated to faculty administrators.
Improvements in responsiveness require greater attention to fair treatment, the availability of staff when
needed, and the effective communication of students’ suggestions and concerns to faculty leadership.

With respect to assurance, part of the gap may be explained by the limited availability of specialized
Arabic-language resources at the university. Another factor may be that instructors relied mainly on
theoretical teaching, placing less emphasis on practical training, workplace preparation, or classroom
discussions that encourage questions, answers, and consultation. To strengthen assurance, universities
should provide access to specialized resources, balance theoretical and practical training to prepare
students for future careers, encourage classroom discussions, offer consultation opportunities, and foster
academic enthusiasm among students.

Regarding empathy, the gap may be due to the absence of tailored educational policies for international
students to address their specific challenges. Many of these students do not reside in Iran and face
restrictions in traveling to the host country. Additionally, the large number of international students
compared with the limited number of staff may have contributed to this gap. Enhancing empathy
requires greater flexibility from instructors in addressing students’ unique circumstances, scheduling
classes at times suitable for international students, and fostering cooperation between faculty and staff.

From a demographic perspective, no significant differences were found in Arab students’ perceptions
and expectations of educational service quality based on gender or level of study. However, the results
indicated significant differences based on age. This may be because international students of different
ages have diverse life and educational experiences in their home countries, leading to varied perceptions
of service quality. Furthermore, ANOVA results showed significant differences in Arab students’
perceptions based on faculty, but no significant differences in expectations. This outcome may be
explained by the fact that the delivery of educational services varies across faculties depending on their
resources and capacities. As a result, students encounter different experiences in different fields.
Additionally, students’ needs may vary by faculty.
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