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Indira Gandhi National Open University  (IGNOU) was established in 1985 as a National Open University with
two distinct and separate streams, one functioning as an Open University and other as an apex body to
coordinate and promote distance education in India and to determine its standards. The launching of this
University is the culmination of the concern and desire to democratise higher education to large segment of
population, especially the disadvantaged groups and individuals and bring higher education to the doorsteps of
all those who look for it by offering a wide variety of academic programmes (such as professional, non-
professional and science and technology) with uniform syllabi.  On the other side, it is also the premier (apex)
national body charged with the determination and promotion of distance education standards in the country, a
function similar to that performed by the University Grants Commission (UGC). As an apex body, IGNOU acts
as a coordinating, monitoring and funding agency for the distance education system in the country. The
University has constituted the Distance Education Council (DEC) for this purpose which started functioning
since April 1992 (IGNOU  1997, and  1998).

Academic programmes

Against this background the University has introduced diversified academic programmes and courses taking into
consideration national demands in the first 10 years of existence. The range of educational programmes of
IGNOU has increased year after year. Similarly, the enrolment of students has also increased year after year.
Thus the growth in academic programmes is from 03 to 39 programmes and student enrolment from 4500 to 430
thousand during 1987 to 1998 which is manifold. Refer to Table1 for academic programmes and student
enrolment. The pattern of academic programmes and student enrolment reveals that there is a gradual shift from
traditional programmes and diplomas to professional and vocational degrees, and diplomas. For example,
majority of IGNOU students were enrolled for BDP (B.A, B.Com) whose share in the total enrolment was
around 75% in 1989-90 has come down to around 43% in 1993-94 and 22% in 1995-96 and 24% in 1996-97.
Contrary to this the enrolment in management programmes has increased steadily from 17.23% in 1992 to
21.8% in1994 (Manjulika and Reddy, 1996). Management and Computer programmes accounted for 48% and
11% in 1996 and 36% and 27% in 1996-97 respectively, thus management and computer programmes are
accounting for 59% and 63% of the total enrolment in 1995-96 and 1996-97.  This is an indication of the gradual
shift from the regular undergraduate courses to the professional/vocational  courses such as Management and
Computer programmes  due to compulsion in the job market. This shift is certainly remarkable and in tune with
national demand for more technocrats, managers and professionals (Manjulika and Reddy, 1996).

Table 1 Academic Programmes and Student Enrolment  at IGNOU.

Year Programmes
( Cumulative)

Courses
( Cumulative)

Students enrolled Students on roll

1987 2 13 4521 4521

1988 5 43 16800 20810

1989 13 89 42300 61724

1990 19 128 49281 103873

1991 34 205 52376 112192

1992 39 256 62375 145000
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1993 47 296 75666 182366

1994 57 368 84200 222815

1995 58 (36) 372 91400 242000

1996 6439 435 130354 310000

1997 64 (39) 482 162540 394388

1998 64  (39) 486 163390 430830

Note:  1. Cumulative including national/ regional language programmes too.
Figures in brackets are academic programmes on offer in English.
Sources: IGNOU profiles, 1996 to 1998, and IGNOU, Convocation reports, 1996 to 1998.

During 1998, the enrolment of students has increased from 52,000 in 1990 to 163,390 and the total number of
students on roll has crossed 430,000. The profile of students enrolled for the year 1997 reveals that 16% are
from rural remote and tribal areas, 23% women and 6% SC/ST. Thus the majority of students  (84%) are from
urban and male (77%). 79.6% students are in the age group below 35 years.  The Profile further reveal, that
female enrolment has gone up from 5.2% in 1987 to 14.6%in 1992 and 23 % in 1997. Rural representation
presents a dismal picture in 1996 and 1997 with (8.3% and 16.5% respectively) when more than 60% are living
in rural and remote areas in the country. The other most disadvantaged group represents around 6% in 1996 and
1997 (Table 2). Further programme-wise breakup shows that the maximum number of women and rural students
are enrolled in women studies, library sciences and undergraduate BA, B.Com programmes of the university.

More than three quarters of the students in management and computer programmes are from urban  (i.e. major
cities and state capitals), thus leaving  rural areas out of reach.  Similar is the case with regard to other science
programmes (Table 3 ).

Table 2 : Profile of distance learners(%)

Category 1987 1988 1999 1982 1995 1996 1997

Category (%) % (%) (%) % (%) (%)
Female 5.2 27.8 17.0 14.6 22.5 22.5 22.0 23.0
SC/ST (Schedule
Cast/Schedule tribe)

5.2 9.3 11.6   6.1 7.0 6.0 06.0

Rural   and Tribal Na NA 13.5 21.9 23.0 8.3 16.5
Employed NA NA NA 55.7 62.0 57.0 67.5
Unemployed NA NA NA 34.3 38.0 43.0 32.5
Below 25 Years NA NA NA 39.0 36.9 41.0 39.0
Between26-35years NA NA 34.0 47.1 45.0 40.6
Sources: IGNOU, Annual Reports, and IGNOU New Delhi, IGNOU, Convocation Reports, IGNOU, New
Delhi
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Table 3: Profile of Disadvantaged Groups in major Programmes

Programme 1992 1995 1996

F SC/
ST

R F SC/
ST

R F SC/
ST

R UE

1 Preparatory 24 19 31 25 14 26 24 15 24 62
2 BDP 30 11 17 31 08 25 30 18 23 77
3 MBA 08 04 13 08 04 11 08 05 11 07
4 Management

(Post-Graduate Diploma)
29 05 33 08 04 11 08 05 11 07

5 Library Sciences(first degree) 45 05 39 44 21 40 46 20 38 NA
6 Food and Nutrition(certificate) 82 07 23 11 37 78 12 36 81
7 DCO,DDE,DNHE,CIG

(certificates and diplomas)
70 04 26 04 20 38 36 21 32

All programmes 22.5 8.3 20.9 22.5 07 23 22 06 08. 43

Source: IGNOU, Annual Reports, 1992, 1995,and 1996.
F: Female; SC/ST: Schedule Caste / Schedule Tribe; R: Rural, UE: Unemployed

Shift in instructional system

IGNOU has adopted multimedia approach to instruction such as self-instructional (print) materials (SIMs),
distance tuition through assignments, video and audio programmes, teleconference sessions, limited face-to-face
counselling sessions, limited television and radio programmes (on national network of Doordarshan), video
programmes through cable network, and library facilities. For courses in Science, Computer, Nursing, and
Engineering arrangements have been made to enable students to undertake practicals at selected study centres
and programme study centres/work centres.

An analysis of multi-media instructional system of IGNOU reveals interesting developments in the use of
instructional media for imparting distance education to its learners. As other open universities in the world,
IGNOU also uses SIMs as its major medium. Apart from SIMs, it has also adopted audio and videocassettes,
assignments, face-to-face in the first phase (1987-1989). In the second phase (1990-1992) a few more courses,
especially science and basic computer programmes have been added. .  During this period it has introduced
practicals to meet the needs of computer and science based programmes. In addition it has also added limited
broadcasting (television) into its multimedia package to take distance education to all parts of the country taking
the advantage of extensive television network (To-day in India television has low power transmitters in most of
the district headquarters and high power transmitters in almost all state capitals except in North-Eastern
Region). In the third phase (1993 onwards) the University added a number of science, computers health and
technological and professional programmes. Extensive use of labs (for practicals) and specialised institutions
(for fieldwork and hands on experience) were introduced taking the diverse needs of courses (Manjulika and
Reddy, 1998). The technological shift in instructional systems is illustrated in Diagram 2 at the end of this
paper. Teleconferencing also has been added realising the need for reaching out to remote and rural areas,
especially in the disadvantaged sections of the society. The university has provided down link facility initially in
the Regional Centres mostly in state capitals, however, the facility is being extended to 163 locations by 1998.
The university is the process of connecting RCs with its Headquarters through Wide Area Network (WAN).  A
few VSATS have already been installed at two of IGNOU’s Regional Centres and a few more are under
consideration.  This facility would facilitate two-way audio and video  tele-conference from a few
Regional/Study Centres in the coming years.  From these VSATs, the programme and information can reach
every house and work place, which has access to local cable TV or computer.

The University has already begun the process of keeping courseware of educational programmes and academic
services on the network.  This work has already started with a few computer programmes.  The MEIDS (School
of Management) is offering capsule programmers in the year 1998/99 for which courseware is getting  ready to
put it on the network. Every School will be encouraged to offer their programmes and services on the network in
future.

Delivery system
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There are 9 Schools of Studies which are responsible for the preparation and development of course materials.
The University has decentralised a year back the composing and printing activities and as a result the Schools
have been entrusted with the responsibility of not only writing the course materials, which is their academic
activity, but also the technical job of composing and printing (IGNOU Profile, 1997). Of course, in printing the
Schools depend on outside printing agencies. The delivery of distance education is effected through the
combined operations of many Divisions and a few Schools namely Student Registration and Evaluation,
Computer, Materials Production and Distribution, Regional Services, International Schools, STRIDE and
Electronic Media and Production Centre (EMPC) and Library and Documentation Centre. These divisions are
supported by various other units such as Administration, and Finance Divisions, etc. However, on the forefront
it is the Regional Services Division, which coordinates the support service network established across the length
and breadth of the country. The delivery system at IGNOU is presented in Diagram 1 below.

Diagram 1: Delivery system at IGNOU
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Division, EMPC: Electronic Media Production Centre



5

Support services network

The IGNOU students are spread all over the country and are served through Regional Centres and Study
Centres. Study Centres  (SC) support students in independent learning by various means of educational
technologies and human support. SCs are established mostly by the University at conventional universities and
colleges, and in some cases a few recognised study centres have also been setup at private/semi-government
institutions and NGOS. The University has also established a few sub study centres and work centres attached to
a major study centres. A few of them are established at three Central jails in different provinces. The work
centre was added only for conducting practical courses.  There were 77 SCs in 1989, and it has gone up to 164
in 1990 and (234) in 1996 (Table 4).  A concept viz, programme study centre has also been added in the year
1997 where both practicals and theory counselling can be organised. In brief, these are single programme based
centres. Profile of Study centres reveal that most of the centres are established in major cities/ towns or District
headquarters. For example, metropolitan  cities  and State capitals  account for one third  ( around 33%)  of the
total study centres in 1996.

Table: 4-Student Support Services  Network
Levels  of network 1987 1989 1990 1992 1995 1996 1997 1998
At the middle level  Regional
Centres

15 17  17 21

At the  bottom

a) Study Centres
established by
IGNOU

b) Study Centres

    ( sponsored  study
centres)

77

X

132

X

162

2

202

10

231

16

246

17

246

18

252

20

C)  Work Centres 78 78 72 40

d)   Programme study
centres

11 74

  e)   DLFs 28 28

f)   Partner Institutions 22

Total 77 132 164 212 325 341 375 455

 Source : RSD  (IGNOU)

Thus leaving two third for other places. Very few cities,less than one lakh population have got study centres.
This clearly indicates that the Taluka headquarters and other small towns in the country have not received due
representation corresponding to its population. For example enrolment pattern in 1996 shows that many study
centres have less than 10 students in different programmes. Similarly 30% (79) of total study centres have less
than 100 students. The reasons for these imbalances are many. A few of these worth mentioning here which are
non availability of infrastructure and academic expertise. Similarly, all the study centres established are not
activated for all academic programmes introduced by the university, thus, leaving out small towns and taluka
headquarters for professional and science and technology courses. This clearly reveals that for  IGNOU
programmes, especially, professional and science and technology programmes access is limited to rural
students, thus, the very objective of providing opportunity for higher education to large segment of the
population, especially to disadvantaged groups and individuals is not being met.

Diversified delivery System
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The concept of study centres has been thoroughly reviewed during 1995-96 and diversified approach has been
adopted. Besides the regular Study Centres and recognised Study Centres the University has also proposed to
have new types of Study Centres such as Programmes Study Centre (PSC), Multi media Learning Centre
(MMLC), Distance learning Facilitator (DLF). Partner Institution(PI) etc. The diversified approach is essentially
planned to reach all sections of people including those living in rural and remote areas. Various reasons can be
cited for diversified approach through which the University can fulfil its objectives, especially the mandate of
“Social”.

As already mentioned the enrolment has increased, programmes and courses have multiplied and the specialised
nature of facilities required began to get diversified new issues have arisen. The process of growth has led to the
emergence of several new issues and concerns. Such as (IGNOU, 1997 )

• The growth in enrolment has not been uniform across all programmes and study centres; attachment of a
small number of students with study centres which has made some of these study centres non-viable.

• The present study centre network is urban biased, leaving small towns and rural areas out of reach.

• Distance to study centres and their rigid timings have in many cases made access difficult or impossible for
students.

Thus the Study Centre approach alone cannot take education to the doorsteps of the students. It is therefore,
necessary to rationalise and diversify the existing centres and add new channels of delivery to reach out to all
sections and parts of the country.

The purpose of diversification of delivery methods is not necessarily to establish more and different ways of
delivery for specific programmes only. On the other hand, the purpose is to ensure how IGNOU can reach its
students who are registered on any programme irrespective of their location and the facilities to which they have
access. It would follow therefore that there is no delivery mechanism that is unique to any particular
programme; all programmes will attempt a combination of approaches starting with course development efforts
to delivery of programmes and services. In short the emphasis in the approach and strategies towards
diversification is to develop a flexible policy framework that permit a combination of different approaches
accepted by the University to reach students and provide better services to them and to establish the principle
that the location of a student is not a disability in accessing higher education facilities, through the distance
mode and improving the quality of services through a variety of means of value addition.

For a large number of programmes offered by the IGNOU, easy access to materials and services by students
remains a major problem. Admittedly, it will not be possible to bridge this gap between the University and each
of its students. It would follow therefore that a large number of access points have to be set across the country so
that a large number of students can avail of the services provided by the University. Such access points will
have to be essentially on a scale much lower than that visualised in the study centre concept. It is in this context,
that the mechanism of distance learning facilitator (DLF) becomes significant. Conceptually, therefore the
Distance Learning Facilitator will correspond to a single man study centre as against the present concept of an
institution as the study centre ( IGNOU, 1997 ). The delivery of IGNOU programmes through the diversified
delivery mechanisms is illustrated in Diagrams 3a and 3b at the end of this paper. The University has appointed
28 DLFs  in 1997 and established  24 PIs  in the year 1998.  PIs  are recognised institutions  by the IGNOU and
have become  partners  in offering  IGNOU’s  management and Computers programmes. Thus, in addition to
PIs and DLFs, the University has  272 regular  Study Centres, 20 sponsored study centres ( recognised by the
IGNOU), 74 programme study centres and 40 work centres in November, 1998 (Table 4) .

Teleconferencing network

In addition to the diversified delivery channels the University has also expanded its teleconferencing network
across the country in a big way, in the years 1997 and 1998.  The objective of this mammoth expansion was to
reach its large numbers of students in no time, provide an opportunity for direct interaction, with faculty and
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other experts for immediate feedback. Before, 1997 the University had provided this facility only at its 15
Regional Centres (with two-way interactive facility using STD telephone) and 20 study centres. Mostly these
receiving-end nodes were located in provincial capitals/major cities (except 4 study centres which are located in
Outback and far flung areas in four different provinces).  The teleconferencing method of instruction has created
a great interest and enthusiasm among students, academic counsellors and other academic and administrative
staff posted at Regional Centres and study centres.

Realizing the role and the power of the media (teleconferencing) in delivering services, the University has
decided to establish 127 more nodes across the country, especially for management and computer programmes
in the year 1996.  Accordingly a feasibility report was prepared and 125 regular study centres and two new
Regional Centres were identified.  The proposal mentioned that 100% of management programme activated
study centres (119 study centres) and 42 Computer programme (BCA/CIC/MCA/CNOC/CWDM)  activated
study centres would be covered  (based on 1996 figures).  Incidentally, many of the study centres activated for
management programmes are also activated for number of other programmes including computer programmes.
Thus, the proposed expansion planned to cover 50% of the total regular study centres and 60% of the total
students enrolled for all programmes.  Of course, 100% coverage facility has been planned for management
programme.  The proposal has been executed in the year 1997 and 1998 Currently, in addition to 18 Regional
Centers, 145 study centres are also in operation in the year 1998. In the next phase the University may cover all
other locations, hitherto not covered.

On an average IGNOU and other agencies are using teleconferencing 10-20 days in a month for various
programmes (5 hours in a day with 60/90 minutes slots).  The University has used approximately 495 hours in
1997 and the School of Management has used extensively (190 hours), followed by Social Sciences, Continuing
Education and Humanities. Other agencies such as government,  non-government and private organisations have
used TC apart from IGNOU (approximately 700 hours since 1995)  (Rao and Khan , 1998).  The recent major
expansion made by the School of Management to divert 40% of its regular counselling sessions to tele-
counselling in the year 1998 may lead other Schools also to resort to tele-counselling in the academic years
1999 and 2000 onwards.

OPENET

 India has a strong network of distance/open education system wherein 8 provincial open universities and a
National Open University are in operation. Many more are in the pipeline and according to the National Policy
of Education  (1998) each Provincial government is expected to establish an Open University.  In this direction,
IGNOU has already established Distance Education Council to coordinate all provincial open Universities and
correspondence institutes.  Currently, all other universities (except Nalanda Open University in Bihar province)
has established their own network of Regional Centres, study centres, work centres, etc. which would be
fulfilling their requirements.    Similarly, a few CCIs too have established  their own  network of centres,
especially in  their  operational areas. Thus all Open Universities have established approximately more than
1000 study centres.  Many more study centres in different forms may come up in future.  An OPENET a
network of Open  Universities has already been  created by the IGNOU (DEC), in the Ninth Five Year Plan.
This is essentially a network of physical intellectual and academic resources of all OUs in India, developed and
managed in such a way that becomes the knowledge resource for all aspiring learners in the country. In this
direction the DEC using the OPENET should identify priority areas to take distance education, especially
professional vocational and technical education to disadvantaged sections.

A few such projects /programmes have already been implemented by the University viz. Panchayati Raj
programme for 58,000 elected members of panchayats in four selected districts of Madhya Pradesh and Tannery
Workers Training programme (in collaboration with the ministry of Rural Areas and Employment and
Technology Mission GOI) in the years 1996 and 1997. The Tannery workers vocational qualification project has
been implemented in 6 districts of Tamil Nadu province enrolling 200 students in the first batch (IGNOU, 1998,
convocation Report).

The GOI (MHRD) has given another project to IGNOU (Women’s Education Unit (WEU), to empower
disadvantaged women through distance education in the country. The Women’s Education Unit of IGNOU has
proposed a few six-month certificate courses for the disadvantaged women in the areas of viz. “Legal literacy
and empowerment “. These courses would be designed for the development of skills aimed at enhancing
women’s productive ability.  Areas such as education and training, organisation, leadership, management and
computer literacy, confidence building and elements of conscientisation would be emphasized.

The Women’s Education Unit (WEU) has proposed (Chawla, 1998) collaborations and partnerships with
agencies like Government and Non-Government (NGOs) organisations in need assessment and final delivery of
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courses to disadvantaged groups using new technologies and networks. The WEU is planning to establish 150
teleconferencing receiving-end nodes over a five-year period in selected provinces (Madhya Pradesh, Orissa,
Bihar, the North Eastern provinces, Himachal Pradesh etc.) where the disadvantaged population including
SC/ST is about 45%. The Unit has proposed to make use of the DPEP network and IGNOU’s network which are
available in these states.

CONCLUSION

IGNOU has completed the first 10 years in developing educational programmes through distance education
mode. It has achieved certainly a few milestones, especially in terms of courses and programmes introduction.
In order to deliver these programmes the University has established a vast network of study centres. The pattern
of enrolment and the establishment of Study Centres clearly reveal that the University is yet to reach rural and
disadvantaged sections.  As the enrolment increased, programmes multiplied and the specialised nature of
facilities required began to get diversified the present study centre approach alone could not take education to
the doorsteps of the students especially to students living in small towns/ cities and rural areas. Therefore, the
university adopted a diversified  delivery  network adding  many more new channels of delivery including  a big
network of  teleconferencing  across  the country. Yet the mandate of the University  democratisation of higher
education  to large  segments of population , especially the disadvantaged  groups   may  take  few  more  years.
A Committee has already been setup by the present  Vice-Chancellor,  Dr. A. W. Khan,  (1998) to look into
‘reaching out to  disadvantaged  sections’. The committee is expected to submit a report before November /
December 1998 with its  recommendations  indicating  various strategies. In addition, the Vice-Chancellor is
contemplating introducing  tele-learning  centres in those  areas  hitherto unreached.
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