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ABSTRACT 

This article describes an engaged-learning project used as part of a second course in operations 

management. Two student teams conducted a service quality analysis of local service businesses. The 

project was incorporated into the course to provoke the students to consider how the five dimension of 

service quality proposed by Parasuraman, Berry, and Zeithaml (1988) can be evaluated in service 

businesses. Other objectives of the project were for students to see how to solicit customer evaluations of 

service quality, to integrate statistical skills, to develop professional interaction skills, and to improve 

presentation skills. Smaller student groups were formed in each team to complete five major activities 

required as part of the project. Both clients were pleased with the student’s findings and the students 

advocated the continued use of this type of project in this course. Suggestions for improvement from both 

students and instructor are also included. 



I	TRODUCTIO	 

Recently, an engaged-learning project was included as part of an advanced Operations Management 

course offered to senior-level undergraduates.  One of the major concepts covered in this course was 

service quality and the five dimensions proposed by Parasuraman et al. (1988).  A team project was 

developed to 1) provoke the students to consider how these dimensions can be practically evaluated in 

service businesses, 2) to have them employ a method for soliciting customer evaluation of service quality, 

3) to have them integrate statistical skills obtained from prior courses in the program, 4) and to develop 

quintessential business skills of interacting with clients and making a professional presentation.  An 

analysis of the service quality of two local service-dominated businesses was performed by two student 

teams. Additional operations management concepts were also included to permit the students to see how 

these affect operations decisions at even small businesses. 

 

PROJECT DESCRIPTIO	 

Before the semester began, the instructor developed what was believed to be a reasonable project plan, 

that is, a sequence of activities needed to be completed as part of the project.  The project consisted of 

five major tasks.  Each major task was to be assigned to a small student group within each team.  Some of 

these tasks were sequential and some could occur simultaneously.  In the end, the objective was to deliver 

a consolidated, professional written report and presentation to the sponsoring business, i.e. the “client”, 

The report and presentation were to include an introductory analysis of the business, the service quality as 

observed by the students, the results from a SERVQUAL survey, and recommendations for sustaining 

and improving the businesses quality of service. 

The local chamber of commerce helped to locate two local service businesses that would sponsor 

this project.  The instructor met with each to explain the objectives of the project, the end products, the 

time frame, the expected involvement from the business, and the instructor’s expectations for student’s 

behavior.  This was done to provide a clear understanding of the project activities, the level of 

involvement required by the business, and to alleviate any concerns. 



Figure 1:  The Project Structure 

 

 

The division and organization of the project activities is shown in Figure 1. The solid lines represt 

the flow of internal reports provided to succeeding groups.  The dashed lines represent the sharing of 

report among groups via these reports but where the direct use of the reports is not required.  The five 

groups within each team and a description of their responsibilities were as follows: 

 

Business Evaluation Subdivision (3 students) 

This group was responsible for providing introductory information about the business to the other groups 

within the team. They were instructed to describe the business using characteristics of size, volume, 

organization, mission, etc.  They were also to identify the main competitive strategies used and those not 

used according to six competitive strategies of cost, quality, delivery, flexibility, after sales service, and 
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broad product line from the course text (Heizer and Render, 2006).  Lastly, they were to classify the 

service “type” using the classification proposed in Silvestro et al. (1992), an assigned reading in the 

course. This report was due early in the project timeline so that the other groups could have the 

opportunity to understand the business as they worked on their assigned tasks.  

Additionally, this group was responsible for submitting a report at the end of the project that 

provided constructive criticism of the project obtained from all the students in their project team.  This 

was referred to as the “good and bad” report.  They were assigned this for two reasons.  The first was that 

their tasks were deemed not as substantial as the other groups and it would help keep this team involved 

in the project after the business evaluation was completed.  Secondly, it provided a way to evaluate the 

project that summarized the feelings of the team while encouraging thoughtful consideration and 

suggestion-making instead of simply complaints.  

 

Internal Service Quality Analysis (3 students) 

This group was to make observations of the business operation as to the five dimensions of service quality 

– assurance, empathy, responsiveness, tangibles, and reliability (Parasuraman et al., 1988).  The students 

were to meet with the client in order to learn what the management for the client believed was important 

to the customer and how they would rate themselves on each dimension of service quality.  They were 

encouraged to use the same SERVQUAL perception questions that were developed by the group 

conducting the customer survey. This student group was also to make sufficient observation to evaluate 

the client’s performance as to each of the five dimensions of service quality.  They, too, were required to 

submit a written report relatively early in the project timeline for review by the other groups in the 

project. 

 

External Service Quality Analysis (4 students) 

The task assigned to this group was to conduct a customer survey using SERVQUAL.  All students in the 

class were exposed to the main SERVQUAL article (Parasuraman et al., 1988).  This group was given 



two additional articles (Cronin and Taylor, 1992 and Parasuraman et al., 1991) to consider as they 

developed their survey questions. The two primary reasons for having this group read these articles was to 

be able to justify using only the 22 perception questions in order to increase the willingness of customers 

to participate in the survey and to be able to word the question in the “positive” instead of  both positive 

and negative forms initially used in Parasuraman et al. (1988). 

The External Service Quality Analysis groups for each team held a meeting with the clients early 

in their timeline to determine how the survey could be best conducted so that the maximum responses 

could be obtained in a short amount of time.  The instructor also emphasized that the students work with 

the client to find a survey method that minimized the potential negative impact to the customer’s 

experience at the businesses.  In both case, the clients had a list of e-mail addresses for customers who 

had utilized their business in the recent past (< 6 months).  So, the students decided to use the internet 

survey program SurveyMonkey to conduct the SURVQUAL survey.  They would then be responsible for 

analyzing the results.  A clear and thorough written summary of their methods and results were provided 

to the team to be used for the final report and to consider possible recommendations for the client. 

 

Recommendations Team (3 students) 

Using the analysis provided from the other subdivisions, this group was to identify the good things being 

done at the business that positively support the important aspects of service quality (in terms of the five 

dimensions), and to identify shortcomings. They were then to make specific recommendations to clearly 

convey how the client could sustain and improve their service quality linking them to the five dimensions  

of service quality.  They were encouraged to consider the suggestion made in the article by Berry et al. 

(1994) that was an assigned reading covered early in the semester before the project began. They 

submitted a written report to the team that was used to prepare the final report and presentation for the 

client. 

 



Final report and presentation Team (4 students) 

Based on the reports from the previous four groups, this group was to prepare the final report for the 

client.  They were required to ensure that it was cohesive so that it seemed to be written by a single 

person, meaning it flowed well and did not appear to simply be “cut and pasted” from the other group’s 

four reports.  The instructor emphasized that it was to be professional – formatted, references, 

grammatically correct and perfect spelling.  Additionally, this group had to prepare a professional 

presentation based upon the final report using PowerPoint.  They were required to make a practice 

presentation to the class to obtain constructive criticism and to ensure that the presentation was ready to 

be made to the client. 

 

Project Management Process 

Because this was the first such project initiated by this instructor, the instructor acted in the role as the 

team leader for both teams.  This role would typically be given to a student who would be responsible for 

managing the project.  The instructor acted in this role for both team to permit a more active involvement 

in the project and give more direct guidance while the instructor was learning how such a project would 

transpire.  The disadvantage of this organization is that all of the true activities of a team leader could not 

be performed. Since one important aspect of an engaged-learning project is that the student team must 

deal with the consequences of their activities (or lack of activity) of the individuals, the instructor felt he 

could not always interfere and direct the same way a project leader would. 

The instructor established a project plan with intermediary and milestone dates for the overall 

project.  These were presented to the class at the beginning of the project.  Project review meetings were 

conducted approximately every two weeks.  In the project meetings, each group within a team reported 

their status – what has been done, what was being done, what was left to do, and if they were on schedule.  

The updates were presented informally during the last 30 minutes of a class session. 

The students were required to have the instructor preview correspondence to the clients as part of 

the project evaluation process and to instill high standards in communication – grammar, spelling, and 



clarity of expression.  The instructor also emphasized that the client’s time was to be respected, so excess 

communication should not occur. Students were encouraged to consider and plan their questions and 

interactions ahead of time so as to minimize disrupting the client, yet obtain all necessary information. 

Each of the groups was required to submit a draft of their report a week before the final report 

was due.  The instructor reviewed the report and provided prompt feedback as to some additional ideas to 

consider and ways to more effectively communicate in the report.  The drafts of the reports and the final 

reports were posted on the course management system so that all groups in a team could review what the 

other groups were doing.  Student groups were evaluated on meeting assigned due dates and the quality of 

their group reports. 

The instructor desired to have the project completed before the normal “end-of-semester” push 

began for the students, the initial project schedule was planned to finish two weeks before final exams.  

This also permitted the opportunity for project rescheduling. The project schedule was adjusted twice. 

Once change was to permit the early groups more time to complete their tasks.  These groups got off to a 

slow start and floundered until the draft report was nearly due. Then, they had trouble arranging the 

necessary interview time with the client due to conflicting schedules.  Since the due dates were somewhat 

arbitrary for these early groups, the change was made without effecting he overall project completion 

time.  The second adjustment was needed for both teams due to the client.  The clients had promised the 

e-mail list to the External Service Quality Analysis groups.  These groups had quickly finished 

developing the surveys for each client and awaited the list to send to the customers asking for their 

participation.  The students were asked to respectfully follow-up with the client, but not to “badger” them, 

because they are the client.  The instructor also followed-up with the clients to try to alleviate the 

frustration of the students.  The clients provided the e-mail list approximately two weeks after the initial 

schedule.  The entire project was delayed, and a revised schedule was developed by the instructor that 

would conclude at the very end of the semester. 

 



Project Evaluation 

Client experience 

After the final presentations, both clients expressed their praise to the teams for the results of the project. 

At the end of one team’s presentation, the two clients shared how the results of the analysis confirmed 

suspicions that management had and that the results supported recent business process changes.  This 

gave everyone, instructor included, a sense of accomplishment knowing that a class project was of value 

in the “real world”. 

Additionally, the instructor followed-up with the clients after a few days to get further insight.  

Again, both clients were exceedingly happy with the outcomes from the project.  They indicted that 

students communicated and acted appropriately, that they dressed appropriately for meetings, and that 

everything was done as professionally as could be expected. 

 

Student experience and criticism 

The two student teams submitted a report called the “good and bad” report which was to consolidate the 

opinions and suggestions from all students on each team.  In general, both teams shared similar opinions.  

The “good” was that this project was very worthwhile to the students.  They expressed that the course 

concepts were made clearer, that they saw how business journal articles and tools like SERVQUAL could 

be used, and they learned how to interact in a business situation with clients.  They also felt a sense of 

accomplishment uopn hearing the positive responses from the clients after their presentations. 

The primary “bad” part of the project was the organization of the project.  They expresses that by 

breaking the project into the five distinct small groups, the groups did not feel integrated enough to get a 

sense what each was doing.  Groups completing their responsibilities early in the project indicated that 

they lost touch after their report was submitted.  The groups at the end likewise felt that they weren’t 

involved enough in the early stages and just had to perform at the end under more strict time constraints.  

One suggestion was to have smaller teams (and more clients) and permit the teams to divide the activities 

amongst themselves.  This was so that each person could have more involvement. 



 

Ideas for future SERVQUAL projects 

After the completion of the project and review of student comments, some ideas for improvement for 

future SERQUAL projects were developed.  Both dealt with the lack of integration noted by the students 

and observed by the instructor.  In order to have smaller teams, but not overburden an instructor with the 

management of teams and clients, the project may be offered to students who want to participate 

voluntarily for both the benefit of the professional skills development and the experience, but also for 

some reward built into the grading system.  The second idea involved the way project status meetings 

could be changed to support the project integration. Other instructors who had more experience in doing 

service-learning projects suggested that the status update reports be formal.  The small student groups 

should be required to make a presentation with PowerPoint slides summarizing their recent activities, 

their status on the project time line, and their findings.  At the same time, the other groups can make 

comments and suggestions.  In this way, students will be more aware of the activities of the other groups 

without having to read the intermediary project reports (which they probably didn’t do). 

 

Conclusion 

Upon completion of this engaged-learning project, the four objectives were mostly achieved.  Students 

agreed that service quality could be practically and easily evaluated and that the project helped improve 

their skills in interacting as business professionals and making presentations.  The project also helped 

students understand course concepts and see the value of concepts studied as part of the course in 

operations management. 

 Although the organization of the project by the instructor was logical and provided a way to 

divide the project into activities so all students could participate relatively equally, it was missing a way 

to have students integrated and active throughout the project.  One suggestion for overcoming this 

problem was to have smaller teams and more businesses.  Another idea would be to have each group 



make formal presentations during the project status review meetings and allow other groups to make 

suggestions and comments. 
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