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ARE AFRICAN UNIVERSITIES CENTRES 
OF EXCELLENCE? THE CONSUMER 

PERSPECTIVE OF UGANDAN UNIVERSITIES 

By Dr. E.s. Kasenene

Abstract
Universities the world over, strive to be centres of excellence, notwithstanding the differ-
ences in the scope of their educational fields. Universities in Africa, particularly those 
in Uganda, are not exceptional. However, whether those in Uganda have attained this 
end or not, is still questionable. Accordingly, this article employs a consumer perspec-
tive of educational excellence to establish the extent to which Ugandan universities 
have achieved this goal. The article is based on perceptions of 355 students selected 
from three private and two public universities in Uganda. The perceptions are analysed 
using ANOVA and factor analysis methods of SPSS. Results show that from the consum-
er perspective, universities in Uganda are at significantly different levels of excellence. 
While some are promising to fully become centres of excellence, others are still far 
below students’ expectations as far delivering educational services as concerned; yet 
the position of other universities is still uncertain, particularly in terms of information 
services needed by students to research, enrich knowledge, and develop their talents 
and skills as desired; offering educational programmes or courses that help students 
to develop skills needed to be competent at work after training; and  professional ap-
proach to the delivery of the services Put in place all information services needed by 
students to research, enrich knowledge, and develop their talents and skills as desired. 
The article is therefore concluded by noting that Ugandan universities need to strength-
en the reliability, assurance and responsive of their educational services to the extent 
to which their enrolled students perceive them as centres of excellence. Accordingly, it 
is recommended that these universities should put offer educational programmes and 
information services needed by enrolled students and deliver them in a way that is pro-
fessionally desired by students.

Introduction
Public and private universities the world over, tend to differ in their selected fields of 
knowledge impartation, skill and talent development, and in their specialised areas of 
research and development (Scott, 2004; Malick and Grisay, 2000). Some universities’ 
didactic scope may cover only arts, social sciences, humanities, or science and technol-
ogy, while that of others may focus on any two, three or all of these disciplines (Mutula, 
2002). Whatever the discrepancies in their educational coverage, all universities strive 
to be centres of excellence (Boldt, 1991). This is well stated in the mission statements 
of almost all universities, the differences in diction used to articulate it notwithstanding 
(Boldt, 1991; Musaazi, 2005). Universities in Africa, particularly those in Uganda, are 
not exceptional.

The internet perusal of the mission statements of most African universities reveals that 
such universities as Cairo University in Egypt, University of Cape Town in South Af-
rica, Nairobi University in Kenya, Dar Es Salaam University in Tanzania, University 
of Lagos in Nigeria, and others, struggle to be centres of academic and co-curricula 
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excellence. In Uganda, the mission statements of Makerere University, Kyambogo Uni-
versity, Mbarara University of Science and Technology, Kampala International Univer-
sity, Ndejje University, Uganda Martyrs University Nkozi, Uganda Christian University 
Mukono, Busitema University, and others, indicate directly or indirectly that all these 
universities aspire to be centres of quality education (Kasozi, 2003; Lejeune, 2006). 
However, the extent to which these institutions have achieved this end is still debatable. 
Questions regarding whether the universities are really centres of excellence or not, 
have continually been posed but have not been exhaustively answered. Accordingly, this 
article is intended to make a contribution towards answering this question.

The article examines the extent to which Ugandan universities are centres of excellence. 
It uses a quantitative approach to explore and analyse the perceptions of students on 
whether their respective universities are centres of excellence or not. The criteria used 
to establish how far a university is a centre of excellence are derived from the literature 
reviewed henceforth.

Review of Relevant Literature 

The Concise Oxford Dictionary (C0D9) on CD-ROM defines excellence as a “state 
of excelling; surpassing merit or quality”. This dictionary delineates excelling as “be-
ing superior, pre-eminent or the most outstanding in some quality” and ‘to excel’ as 
“surpassing one’s previous performance”. The definitions suggest that ‘excellence’ and 
‘excelling’ refer to the endmost outcome that a person or an institution can attain in 
terms of quality or merit. That of ‘excel’ implies performing better in comparison to the 
performance achieved before. These definitions imply that to be centres of excellence, 
universities have to continually improve the services that they provide to their enrolled 
students and societies in general. This is tantamount to universities struggling to be 
providers of ever better quality of educational and research services (Ching-Yaw, Phyra 
and Keomony, 2007). 

The quality of educational services can be determined by drawing upon the manner 
in which the general concept of service quality is measured (Tam Wai-Ming, 2008). 
Broadly speaking, service quality is determined using either the consumer perspective 
or the service provider’s perspective (Bitner, Booms and Tetreault, 2002). According 
to Gronroos cited in Manyindo (2008: 34), the consumer perspective measures service 
quality in terms of the judgment made by service consumers through an evaluation 
process involving the consumers comparing their expectations of the service with the 
actual service delivered to them. Gronroos noted that the judgment is often expressed as 
a consumer perception of the actual service vis-à-vis the held expectation. The service 
provider’s perspective determines service quality as the conformance of a service to the 
requirements or criteria set by the providers (Manyindo, 2008). This article adopts the 
consumers’ perspective to establish how far Ugandan universities are centres of excel-
lence as far as the services that they offer are concerned. 

The specific measures used in the article are adopted from the scholarly work of 
Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry (2004), which views the concept of service quality 
as constituting the following dimensions: reliability, responsiveness, and assurance of a 
service. Zeithaml et al. (2004) conceived reliability of a service as the ability of a ser-
vice provider to deliver the promised service dependably and accurately. According to 
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Waithanji-Ngware and Ndirangu (2005), such reliability can be measured by establish-
ing whether or not a service provider has in place all the material and human resources 
necessary to provide the promised services in an unfailing manner. Thus, service pro-
viders have to ensure that the available resources are so adequate as to give service 
consumers that confidence and certainty that a service is delivered as promised and in a 
consistent and responsible way (Mutula, 2002). 

Zeithaml et al. (2004) considered the responsiveness of a service as the willingness of 
service providers to promptly provide services that match accurately with expressed 
consumer expectations. It is the ability to deliver services as desired by consumers 
and to deal effectively with any consumer complaints (Lenz, 1998). Consumers ex-
pect service providers to be always prepared to meet their requests (Ching-Yaw, Phyra 
and Keomony, 2007). Although consumers may acknowledge that errors and problems 
can occasionally occur, service providers are expected to respond to consumers’ needs, 
complaints, and requests in a constructive and responsible manner (Ghobadian, Speller 
and Jones, 2005). Bitner, Booms and Tetreault (2002) viewed service assurance as the 
knowledge, courtesy and ability of a service provider to inspire trust and confidence in 
consumers that they can get the services whenever they need them.

Educational Service Quality

Essentially, the quality of university educational services can be established using the 
general dimensions of service quality: service reliability, responsiveness and assurance. 
Following the fore-cited literature and as Kayongo (2007) observed, the reliability of a 
university’s educational services can be determined by establishing whether the univer-
sity has the physical and human educational capacity necessary to support the provision 
of the promised academic and co-curricula services. The contention of this article is that 
if such capacity is perceived to be in place, it indicates that the university concerned is 
a centre of excellence as far as the reliability of the educational services it delivers is 
concerned and vice-versa. A university is also considered to be a promising centre of 
excellence if it is in the process of building this capacity.

Educational capacity of any university may be gauged in accordance with technical 
criteria set by the concerned assurance body established by the Ministry of Education 
(Getler and Glewwe, 2002). In Uganda, this body is referred to as the National Council 
for Higher Education (Kayongo, 2007). This capacity can also be determined using the 
perceptions of students who consume the services (Ching-Yaw, Phyra and Keomony, 
2007). Students’ perceptions are used in this article because they indicate an evaluation 
of service quality in terms of value judgments held by the consumers of the educational 
services. They therefore reveal the extent to which a university’s educational capacity 
is able to support the delivery of services as promised and as dependably and accurately 
as expected. The perceptions are held on both academic and the non-academic capacity 
(Gerhard and Gördel, 2006).

The perceptions on academic capacity are expressed on whether or not the available 
academic physical buildings such as lecture rooms, laboratories and libraries are spe-
cious enough to instil confidence in students that the associated services can be provided 
as promised and in a consistent manner (Gerhard and Gördel, 2006; Getler & Glewwe, 
2002; Munroe-Blum, 2004). The perceptions are also held on the dependability of the 
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provided library services, materials and equipment such as textbooks and reference ma-
terials, equipment and facilities such as computers, as well as on the available laboratory 
equipment and chemicals used to deliver services to students (Tam Wai-Ming, 2008). 
Other perceptions are held on the adequacy of the teaching staff (professors, senior lec-
turers, junior lecturers and teaching assistants) in comparison to the number of enrolled 
students while others are held on the extent to which a university promotes research and 
publication as well as innovation and development (Geli de Ciurana and Filho, 2006; 
Gibson and Cohen, 2003; Goodhew, 2007). Regarding non-academic capacity, consum-
er perceptions are expressed on the recreational, sports and upkeep facilities, as well as 
equipment and materials made available to facilitate the delivery of services that sup-
port the development of students’ non-academic talents and skills (Kayongo, 2007).

On the basis of Bitner et al’s (2002) conception of service assurance, that of educational 
services can be established by ascertaining the perceived level of knowledge, courtesy 
and ability of a university’s employees to inspire trust and confidence in students that 
they (the students) can access the provided services whenever they need them. Estab-
lishing such assurance necessitates finding out the perceived regularity of lecturers in 
teaching, their commitment and demonstration of professionalism and knowledge of 
taught subjects (Gerhart, 2006; Sánchez and Elena, 2006).

Regarding the responsiveness of educational services, emphasis has to be placed on es-
tablishing perceptions on whether or not the services meet students’ academic and non-
academic expectations and needs (Kayongo, 2007; Tam Wai-Ming, 2008). In higher 
education, student educational expectations and needs include: gaining knowledge and 
skills required to be competently productive, employability, and career growth through 
development of their talents (Fepuleai, 2007; Malick and Grisay, 2000). In short, only 
when universities are able to provide promised services in a way that assures and re-
sponds to students’ educational needs such as gaining skills and knowledge, talent de-
velopment, and productivity, can they claim to be centres of excellence. 

In general, literature indicates that for any university to be a centre of excellence, it has 
to have the capacity to deliver educational services that should be perceived as reli-
able, assuring and responsive to the educational expectations and needs of its enrolled 
students. These are therefore the principal indicators that formed the criteria that were 
used to investigate and establish the extent to which Uganda’s universities are centres 
of excellence. The investigation was carried out using the methodology described in the 
next section.

Methodology

This article was put together basing on perceptions collected using a structured ques-
tionnaire administered to a sample of 355 students selected from five universities. Both 
the students and the universities were selected using simple random sampling. This 
sampling technique was used because each university and each student had an equal 
chance of being selected to take part in the study. Regarding universities, a list of private 
universities and another of public universities of Uganda were compiled. While two uni-
versities were selected from the public universities’ list, three universities selected from 
the private universities’ list without replacement.  The selection of students from each 
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of the selected universities involved finding any student in a lecture room, library, or 
resting place at a university’s campus and requesting them to take part in the study. The 
request involved self-introduction and soliciting students’ cooperation by explaining the 
objective of the study. Any student who accepted was selected to fill in the question-
naire. Students’ perception of the reliability, responsiveness and assurance of the educa-
tional services delivered at the selected universities was established using a five-point 
Likert scale of responses running from strongly agree, through agree, not sure, disagree, 
to strongly disagree. The responses were scaled from 5, 4, 3, 2, downwards to 1 respec-
tively. The collected perceptions were analysed using confirmatory factor analysis and 
Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) methods. ANOVA was used to establish whether there 
were significant differences in the perceived excellence of the universities. Confirma-
tory factor analysis helped to extract and identify the principal indicators of educational 
service quality and to confirm whether the indicators were reliable measures of selected 
universities as centres of excellence.
 

Findings

When the close-ended responses given by selected students to the questionnaire items 
administered to establish the perceived quality of educational services delivered by 
Ugandan universities were factor analysed, results obtained are summarised in Table 1. 

Table 1: Factor Analysis Results on Students’ Perception of the Level of Excellence 
at the Selected Universities in Uganda 

Questionnaire Items

Principal Indicators
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Information services that students need to 
research, enrich knowledge, and develop their 
talents and skills are in place

.912

Library services and facilities needed by students 
to learn a effectively as expected are provided

.867



95

Makerere Journal of Higher Education (MAJOHE) Vol. 2, 2009

Laboratory equipment/materials needed by stu-
dents to effectively learn 

.829

Services provided to students by the university’s 
staff are dependable 

.779

Students entitled to feeding at the university are 
provided with the desired balanced diet

.754

Students entitled to accommodation are provided 
with the desired accommodation services

.703

The academic services provided at the university 
are updated regularly 

687

The university promotes research by sponsoring 
undertaken research work

676

Recreational facilities needed by students to de-
velop their sports talents are provided 

.614

The information provided to students by the 
university’s employees is accurate 

.602

Employees provide educational services to stu-
dents in a timely manner.

.583

The University’s employees have the ability to 
perform services dependably.

.573

University’s employees demonstrate professional-
ism when delivering educational services

.845

University employees are more interested in per-
sonal benefits than serving students

.791

The University promptly solve complaints raised by 
students about the delivered services 

.753

The university’s employees are efficient in their ef-
forts to serve students

.732

University’s employees are sufficiently knowledge-
able in the services delivered to students.

.712

The University’s lecturers teach students without 
dodging any lecture

.677

Employees provide educational services to stu-
dents with commitment.

.557

The University’s employees are all competent in 
their efforts to serve students

.523

The educational programmes or courses offered 
by the university help students to develop skills 
needed to be competent at work after training

.871

The academic courses offered by the university 
encourage the employability of the students

.857



96

Makerere Journal of Higher Education (MAJOHE) Vol. 2, 2009

The educational programmes offered by the uni-
versity provide knowledge needed by students to 
satisfy their educational needs

.677

University provides non-academic services that 
help students to develop their non-academic 
talents

.566

The academic programmes offered by the univer-
sity are able to transform students into productive 
citizens

.509

Alpha .807 .712 .698

% Variance explained 59.948 13.843 8.785

% Cumulative Variance Explained 73.791 82.576

Extraction Method: Principal Component Analysis.  Rotation Method: Varimax with Kaiser Normalization
Findings in Table 1 indicate that extracted from the responses were three principal in-
dicators of the level of excellence at the selected universities. These were identified as: 
reliability and assurance of educational services, and these services’ responsiveness to 
students’ educational needs. The total cumulative percentage of variance indicates that 
all these indicators explained up to 82.576% of the variation in the level of this excel-
lence. The Alpha values in Table 1 show the reliability of the indicators in explaining 
the level of the universities as centres of excellence of. If the Alpha value is greater than 
0.5, it indicates that the corresponding indicator is reliable in explaining the level uni-
versities’ excellence. The percentage of variance indicates how each indicator accounts 
for variation in this level (Kothari, 2005). Accordingly, since all Alpha values in Table 1 
were greater than 0.5, they indicate that all the extracted principal indicators were reli-
able in explaining the level of excellence at the selected universities. The reliability of 
the provided educational services was the most dependable indicator that also explained 
the largest variation in this level (Alpha = 0.807, Variance = 59.948%). It was followed 
by the assurance of the educational services (Alpha = 0.712, Variance = 13.843%). The 
responsiveness of provided educational services to students’ educational needs and ex-
pectations was the least reliable indicator (Alpha = 0.698, Variance = 8.785%).

The values at the intersection between the questionnaire items shown in Table 1 and the 
principal indicators extracted from these items are called factor loadings. They show 
how respondents perceived the items as measures of the extracted indicators. From this 
explanation, factor loadings in Table 1 indicate that to most of the respondents, having 
in place information services that students need to research, enrich knowledge, and 
develop their talents and skills was the best measure of the reliability of educational 
services offered by a university (Factor Loading = 0.912). Similarly, most respondents 
showed that a university employees’ demonstration of professionalism when deliver-
ing educational services was the best measure of the assurance of educational services 
(Factor Loading = 0.845). In the same way, the best indicator of the responsiveness of 
educational services to students’ educational needs and expectations constituted offer-
ing educational programmes that help students develop skills needed to be competent at 
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work after training (Factor Loading = 0.871). 

In general, findings in Table 1 indicate that most of the students perceive a university as 
a centre of excellence if:
(a)	 The reliability of the university’s educational services is pursued by putting in 

place information services needed by students to research, enrich knowledge, and 
develop their talents and skills; 

(b)	 The assurance of the educational services offered by the university is maintained 
through emphasizing a professional approach to the delivery of the services;

(c)	 The responsiveness of educational services to students’ educational needs is guar-
anteed by ensuring that offered educational programmes or courses help students 
to develop skills needed to be competent at work after training

In addition, ANOVA was carried out to establish how the foregoing principal and spe-
cific indicators of excellence were perceivably accentuated at the selected universities. 
Results obtained are shown in Table 2.
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A mean value close to ‘1’, represents ‘Strongly Disagree’ and one close to ‘2’ stands for 
‘Disagree’. These two responses stand for a perception that a university is not a centre of 
excellence as far as the specific or principal indicators shown in Table 2 are concerned. 
The mean value close to ‘3’ corresponds to ‘Not sure’, and points to students’ uncertain-
ty about the excellence of a university. The mean value close to ‘4’ represents ‘Agree’. It 
represents a perception that a university concerned is a promising centre of excellence. 
The mean value close to ‘5’ corresponds to ‘Strongly Agree’. It shows a perception that 
a university is a centre of excellence as far as a given indicator is concerned. It should be 
noted that the maximum or minimum value appearing as Max or Min in Table 2, respec-
tively, could be any of the codes, depending on how respondents answered a particular 
item in the Table. If some respondents strongly disagreed, the minimum value is ‘1’. If 
some respondents strongly agreed, the maximum is ‘5’. If respondents varied between 
strongly agree and agree, then the maximum value is ‘4’.

Based on the above interpretation, the F-values in Table 2 indicate that students’ percep-
tion of all the specific and principal indicators of excellence significantly differed across 
the selected universities. This implies that students’ perception of the overall excellence 
was significantly different across the universities (F-value = 28.864, Sig. < 0.01). This 
implies that universities in Uganda were perceivably at significantly different levels of 
excellence. Generally, a critical look at the response pattern in Table 2 reveals the dif-
ferences in the perceived levels of excellence more clearly. The pattern indicates that the 
mean value corresponding to the overall perceived excellence of university U

1
 (Mean 

= 2.03) was close to ‘2’ while that corresponding to university U
2
 (Mean = 1.49) was 

close to ‘1’. This implies that although these two universities were both not perceived 
as centres of excellence, one of them was worse than the other. The mean values corre-
sponding to university U

4
 (Mean = 3.56) and to university U

5
 (Mean = 3.52) were close 

to ‘4’. This indicates that these two universities were perceivably promising centres of 
excellence. The mean value (Mean = 2.71) corresponding to university U

3
 was close to 

‘3’, which means that students were uncertain about this university as a centre of excel-
lence. The overall mean value of 3.55 shows that, on average, all students perceived 
Ugandan universities as promising centres of excellence. This effectively shows that 
none of the universities had reached a perceivably optimal level of excellence. 

Discussion of Findings

Findings in Table 1 confirm that Zeithaml et al’s (2004) measures of general service 
quality (reliability, assurance and responsiveness) as also dependable measures of stu-
dents’ perception of their universities as centres of excellence. In particular, the findings 
show that students perceive the reliability of a university’s educational services largely 
in terms of availability of information services needed to carry out research, enrich 
knowledge, and develop talents and skills. This implies that a university qualifies to be a 
perceived centre of excellence if it amply provides such services to its enrolled students. 
Table 1 shows further that students perceive the assurance of the educational services 
offered by a university more in terms of the university’s ability to pursue a professional 
approach to the delivery of the services. This suggests that a university is perceived as a 
centre of excellence if students view its delivery of educational services as professional.  
Furthermore, Table 1 indicates that students’ perceive the responsiveness of education-
al services to their educational needs largely in terms of educational programmes and 
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courses that help them to develop skills needed to be competent at work after training. 
This implies that students regard a university as a centre of excellence if it is able to 
offer educational programmes out of which students are able to develop needed work 
competencies.

Unfortunately, a critical scrutiny of the findings in Table 2 reveals that none of the 
universities offered information services, educational programmes and courses, and a 
professional approach to their delivery as expected by students. This implies that the 
quality of the educational services delivered by the universities fell short of fully meet-
ing students’ expectations. Indeed, students’ average perception in Table 2 indicates that 
while two of the universities did not deliver educational services that satisfied their en-
rolled students, one university left its students uncertain of the services that it delivered 
to them. Only two of the selected universities were promising as far as delivering the 
desired quality of these services was concerned, and even then, the fact that they were 
perceivably promising implies that they, too, had not fully reached the desired extent of 
excellence.

Conclusion

The consumer perspective of educational service quality reveals that as centres of excel-
lence, universities in Uganda are perceivably at different levels. While some are prom-
ising to fully become centres of excellence, others are so behind that the quality of 
educational services delivered to their students is still unsatisfactory; yet the position of 
others is still uncertain. This effectively shows that none of the universities in Uganda 
has reached the extent to which it is perceived by its students as a satisfactory centre of 
excellence. The universities therefore need to strengthen their struggle in the pursuit of 
becoming centres of excellence to the extent expected by their students. 

Recommendations

Universities in Uganda should strive to reach the extent to which their enrolled stu-
dents perceive them as centres of excellence by building the reliability, assurance and 
responsiveness of their offered educational services. However, the effort needed by the 
universities differs. While those at the promising level need less effort, those that deliver 
educational services whose quality is perceivably uncertain or unsatisfactory need more 
effort. To achieve the expected excellence, the universities should: 
1)	 Put in place all information services needed by students to research, enrich knowl-

edge, and develop their talents and skills as desired 
2)	 Emphasize a professional approach to the delivery of the services
3)	 Offer educational programmes or courses that help students to develop skills 

needed to be competent at work after training.
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