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   ABSTRACT 
  
In the last couple of years, the Open and Distance Learning (ODL) system of India had 
witnessed three major milestones: The first was the notification of UGC (ODL) Regulations 
2017 by University Grants Commission (UGC); the second was notification of UGC (Online) 
Regulations 2018, also by UGC; and the third was the launch of the Scheme for 
Assessment and Accreditation of ODL Institutions by the National Assessment and 
Accreditation Council (NAAC). In this paper, an attempt was made to study the impact of 
the UGC (ODL) Regulations 2017, UGC (Online) Regulations 2018 and the assessment and 
accreditation processes of NAAC, on the Open Universities (OUs), in bringing about 
qualitative improvements in their operations. Also, the current status of the OUs was 
evaluated in light of the above developments. The authors outlined the steps needed to 
strengthen the OUs and enhance their role, responsibility and relevance in the changed 
scenario.   
 
Keywords: Quality assurance, assessment and accreditation, recognition, Open 
Universities, Open and Distance Learning System, Higher Education Institutions, UGC 
(ODL) Regulations, UGC (Online) Regulations, DEC, DEB, UGC.  
 
INTRODUCTION 
 
The quality of the Open and Distance Learning (ODL) system is ensured by the University 
Grants Commission (UGC), the regulatory body for Higher Education in India. Two 
landmark regulations, after widespread consultation with stakeholders, were recently 
issued by the UGC, namely the University Grants Commission (Open and Distance 
Learning) Regulations, 2017, notified vide Gazette Notification No. 247 dated 23rd June 
2017 (hereinafter  referred to as UGC (ODL) Regulations, 2017) (Government of India, 
2017); and the University Grants Commission (Online Courses or Programmes) 
Regulations 2018, notified vide Gazette Notification No.252 dated 4th  July, 2018 
(hereinafter referred to as UGC (Online) Regulations, 2018) (Government of India, 
2018a). These regulations lay down the benchmarks for all major sub- systems of ODL 
and Online systems and steps to coordinate, integrate and implement quality assurance 
mechanisms within the institutions offering such programmes. These were giant steps 
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taken by the government through the UGC to bind the overgrown system, standardize it, 
and give it a legal framework (Srivastava, et al, 2018). 
 
The UGC (ODL) Regulations, 2017 and UGC (Online) Regulations, 2018 make it mandatory 
for all ODL institutions to get themselves accredited by the National Assessment and 
Accreditation Council (NAAC) and attain a NAAC score of 3.26 on a 4-point scale in a 
specified time frame, failing which, they will lose their recognition (Government of India, 
2017). Therefore, the next logical step was the introduction of systemic accreditation of 
all the ODL institutions in order to maintain parity with the HEIs offering programmes 
through the conventional regular classroom mode. The scheme for assessment and 
accreditation of ODL institutions namely, Open Universities (OUs) and Directorates of 
Distance Education (DDEs) functioning under conventional universities (also known as 
the Dual Mode Universities (DMUs) was developed through a widespread discussion 
amongst stakeholders, which was launched by National Assessment and Accreditation 
Council (NAAC) in 2019.   
 

   RATIONALE OF THE STUDY 
 
• To outline the impact of UGC (ODL) Regulations 2017 and UGC (Online courses or 

programmes) Regulations 2018 on OUs; 
• To analyse the impact of NAAC Assessment and Accreditation Scheme on OUs; 
• To review the current status of OUs in the light of the above developments; and  
• To recommend measures to strengthen the OUs and enhance their role, 

responsibility and relevance in the changed scenario. 
  
UGC (ODL) REGULATIONS 2017 FOR THE OUs 
   
The UGC (ODL) Regulations, 2017 were path breaking in terms of standardizing the 
procedure of monitoring the ODL institutions in the country as well as meeting the 
challenge with regard to ensuring the credibility and acceptance of ODL by the 
stakeholders including the employers, despite the fact that the erstwhile Distance 
Education Council (hereinafter referred to as DEC) and Indira Gandhi National Open 
University (hereinafter referred to as IGNOU) had broadly set out the norms and 
benchmarks for offering ODL programmes, which have even been recently adopted in the 
conventional system, like the choice based credit system; credit accumulation and credit 
transfer; design and development of self- learning material (SLM) in print and audio/ 
video programmes; use of online and multiple media including broadcast and telecast for 
delivery of instruction as well as learner support; etc. These practices were adopted by 
other OUs as well and were being followed by them for a few decades. Prior to framing of 
UGC (ODL) Regulations, 2017, the DEC norms were also in place specifically for offering 
programmes in Computer Sciences; Library and Information Sciences; Management 
Education;, Teacher Education (DEC-NCTE jointly prepared for Bachelor of Education and 
Master of Education programmes); norms on how to develop SLMs, etc. Linking education 
to skill development was also a contribution of OUs, through the introduction of 
application oriented courses, and also through collaborations with various Ministries of 
Government of India, as well as corporate sector, to develop programmes, with focus on 
learning outcome based curriculum framework (Basu, 2019). Besides this, erstwhile DEC 
also played the role of a promoter of the ODL system in the country and provided financial 
assistance to OUs and DDEs. Erstwhile DEC also promoted research in ODL system 
through its research project scheme to encourage systemic research among distance 
educators working in OUs and DDEs. Nonetheless with the transfer of regulatory authority 
of DEC to UGC in 2013, there was a felt need to holistically mould the system within a 
structural framework by setting minimum standards in all operations uniformly across 
ODL institutions including OUs in the country. Hence UGC came up with the ODL 
Regulations in 2017. Some of the cardinal norms stipulated in the UGC (ODL) Regulations, 
2017 and the changes that they have brought about in the OUs are given as under: 
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1. Transparency and self- evaluation through self-disclosures: The Regulations made 
the OUs to undergo the procedure of self-audit in the form of self- disclosures, 
declarations on their websites and submission of reports to UGC. They were also 
made to upload letters of recognition; programme details including eligibility 
conditions, fee; faculty and supporting staff details; SLMs; student enrolment 
details; list and details of learner support centres; learner feedback and grievance 
redressal mechanisms; examination centre details, as well as standard operating 
procedures for conduct of these activities.  

 
2. Quality Assurance through establishment of Centre for Internal Quality Assurance 

(CIQA): The mandatory establishment of CIQA as a mechanism for institutionalizing 
quality assurance which was initiated by erstwhile DEC has been concretized 
through these Regulations. This has a major impact on the functioning of the entire 
system. OUs are required to put in place a robust quality assurance mechanism for 
qualitative improvement in the system; create a learner centric and learner 
responsive environment; and bring in accountability. Although the OUs had several 
novel ways for ensuring quality, however the Regulatory framework made it 
mandatory on their part to streamline and discipline the system in several ways. The 
CIQA mandated to sensitize and orient the OU faculty and staff on quality assurance 
measures to enable the institution to cater to diverse learner needs and aspirations 
and provide quality services to the learners. It is also entrusted with the 
responsibility to prepare the institution for accreditation as well as liaising with 
other peer institutions and with apex regulatory bodies for compliance with existing 
regulations. 

 
3. Quality Audit through periodic feedback studies and CIQA Annual Report: By asking 

the OUs for a third party quality audit by external experts or agencies, the 
Regulations prompt OUs to systematically do their academic planning in advance 
and introduce academically viable, productive and market oriented programmes. 
This could be done with adequate academic and support staff and ensuring an 
updated curriculum after proper consultation with major stakeholders. For 
achieving this, the emphasis is on technologically driven feedback mechanisms from 
all stakeholders. The analysis of performance through the CIQA Annual Report is 
also envisaged to improve the system further by identifying the shortcomings and 
then bridging the gaps.  

 
4. Adherence to norms and standards for Programme design and delivery: The 

Regulations focus on the standardization of practices across the OUs. The OUs are 
now required to revamp their programmes including their design, development, 
launch and delivery in conformity with the laid down norms and standards.  The 
credit needs to be spelt out clearly strictly as per regulations and the equivalence of 
the credit weightages between ODL and conventional system has also been ensured. 
The Regulations have provided comprehensive guidelines on the delivery of 
programmes namely learner support services including pre-admission counselling, 
support during admissions; providing study materials; establishment of helpdesk 
and grievance redressal system and conduct of academic counselling through 
multiple media that the OUs are expected to adhere to.  

 
5. Strengthening of Learner Support System: The OUs are required to strictly adhere 

to the territorial jurisdiction policy, which was also there for different types of 
universities prior to these Regulations. The OUs are given clear cut guidelines 
regarding the establishment of Learner Support Centres (LSCs) and for the first time 
comprehensive parameters for operation of the LSCs have been outlined that are 
needed to be implemented systematically by reviewing their existing LSCs. OUs are 
also required to follow a prescribed  fee structure; fee waiver in case of socially 
backward sections as per instructions from the Government of India from time to 
time; DBT scheme for learners; refund of fee; smooth transfer of learner transcripts; 
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maintenance of  learner admission data for stipulated period; etc. to safeguard the 
interests of the learners.. 

 
6. Technology intervention: So far as the use of technology is concerned, the 

Regulations warrant the OUs to adopt a blended approach by integrating ICT into 
the ODL programs by allowing them to offer 20% of the total courses through 
online/MOOCs. For enhancing the effectiveness of academic as well as 
administrative processes, the OUs are required to adopt digitalization as far as 
practicable in all their functions and operations.  

 
7. Transparency and accountability in conduct of student evaluation: The OUs need to 

introduce academic rigour in their student evaluation methods through by 
introducing question banks, assignments, and result declaration within the 
stipulated time frame. For the first time, the OUs are required to install technology 
based security mechanisms for monitoring conduct of exams, which is not in place 
for the conventional system. 

 
8. Programme- wise recognition made mandatory:  The erstwhile DEC w.e.f. 2009 had 

started programme wise recognition and till its transition to UGC in 2013, almost 60 
per cent institutions were evaluated for programme-wise recognition. With the 
operationalization of UGC (ODL) Regulations 2017, all the ODL institutions are 
required to offer only those programmes which are approved by the UGC. Since the 
Institutions could get a limited time to put in place adequate infrastructure for 
programme-wise recognition, this impacted several ODL institutions and also 
prohibited them to offer programmes (degrees, diplomas and certificates) in 
“Engineering, Medicine, Physiotherapy, Agriculture, Dental, Pharmacy, Nursing, 
Architecture, Hotel Management, Culinary Managements and programmes not 
permitted to be offered in distance mode by any Statutory Councils or Regulatory 
Authorities” (Government of India, 2017). The blanket ban on offering of these 
professional courses has dampened the aspirations of millions of learners who 
looked forward to an alternative mode of education,   being disadvantaged 
by   several factors to get into a conventional mode.  Several Institutions could not 
get recognition and those recognised had their programmes sharply reduced. The 
discontinuation of these programmes had a cascading effect adversely affecting the 
learners’ enrolment as well as revenue generation. Already resource starved, the 
OUs encounter a major challenge to sustain and grow.  

 
The authors did not delve into the financial health of the institutions but it is presumed 
that discontinuance of financial assistance provided by erstwhile DEC has hampered the 
growth of the OUs, particularly, the State OUs who have been catering to such a large 
segment of society, who otherwise could not have afforded to pursue higher education. 
 

  UGC (ONLINE COURSES OR PROGRAMMES) REGULATIONS 2018 FOR THE OUs 
 
The impact of both the UGC (ODL) Regulations 2017 and UGC (Online Courses or 
Programmes) Regulations 2018 can be poised to be positive with regard to 
encouragement to use technology and offering of online courses. Prior to issuing of UGC 
(Online) Regulations 2018, there were a few OUs offering online programmes, mostly at 
certificate and diploma levels. However, in 2013, the UGC had put a blanket ban on 
offering online courses by ODL institutions. The UGC (ODL) Regulations permitted the ODL 
institutions to offer 20 per cent of the total courses in a particular programme through 
online mode. The UGC (Online courses or Programmes) Regulations 2018 gave parity to 
both conventional (face to face) and ODL institutions by laying down the minimum 
standards for the systematic design development and delivery of online courses for the 
grant of certificates, diplomas and degrees with no demarcation between an ODL and 
Conventional Institution. Even though the Regulations have stated that one of the 
eligibility criteria is having NAAC accreditation with a minimum score of 3.26 on a 4 point 
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scale, they had waived off the condition for OUs, as at that point of time the NAAC scheme 
for accreditation of OUs was not in place (Government of India 2018a). 
 
The four quadrant approach in the UGC (Online) Regulations 2018 makes it mandatory 
for HEIs to develop e-content and audio video programmes, identify web resources, 
conduct e-tutorials, as well introduction of online self- evaluation methods. This has given 
a head start to the OUs who already have plenty of their printed course materials in 
digitized form; audio video programmes; Open Educational Resources (OERs); Massive 
Open Online Courses (MOOCs); and above all, a dedicated Electronic Media Production 
Centre for the production of audio video programmes and technical staff for handling such 
activities. OUs are also extensively using the internet to manage their massive operations 
to serve such large numbers and therefore have a proper Learning Management System 
(LMS) already in place. Against this backdrop the OUs are better equipped to remodel 
themselves to take to online teaching, learning and evaluation.  
 
NAAC SCHEME OF ASSESSMENT AND ACCREDITATION FOR THE OUS 
 
Every HEI has an inbuilt system of quality assurance, however notification of ODL 
Regulations and Manuals and guidelines developed by NAAC have become torch bearers 
in guiding the HEIs to reformulate, manage and reassure internal quality. Serving 
as operational manuals, these documents define and guide the institutions to manage and 
assure quality in their programme offerings. 
 
Like conventional Universities, the OUs are also required to have a Centre for Internal 
Quality Assurance (CIQA) to ensure quality in all operations and services to the learners 
and for the continuous improvement in the overall functioning of the university, specially 
preparing it for NAAC accreditation. A culture of maintaining quality, in the university, is 
the prime responsibility of CIQA (Government of India 2017). 
    
The OUs, hitherto unaccustomed to the accreditation process, will have to prepare for 
NAAC accreditation which is now mandatory.  With this, the responsibility of the OUs have 
increased manifold. The process requires complete overhauling of the system and 
orientation towards the seven criteria of NAAC assessment namely: Curricular Aspects; 
Teaching - learning & Evaluation; Research, Innovations & Extension; Infrastructure and 
Learning Resources; Learner Support and Progression; Governance, Leadership and 
Management; and Institutional Values & Best Practices (NAAC, 2019). These will be the 
major areas that OUs will have to focus on and thoroughly review by undertaking a SWOC 
(strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and challenges) analysis for filling up the Self 
Study Report to be submitted to NAAC. Such an exhaustive exercise will not only 
streamline the system, but also enhance the overall operational quality and in the process 
elevate the institutional profile of the OU. 
  
The NAAC process of assessment and accreditation is ICT based and formulated on the 
principle of self- disclosure and transparency. The OUs have to completely refurbish their 
websites including that of HQ, Regional Centres and Learner Support Centres by updating 
the information and uploading required information including minutes of meetings of 
statutory bodies of the Institution; policy documents; and other documents that reflect 
the systematic growth and development of the institution and the qualitative 
improvements undertaken periodically to maintain internal quality assurance. Dossiers of 
the academic staff reflecting their academic contributions and research acumen also need 
to be crafted and displayed. Best practices such as new pedagogical approaches 
incorporating learning outcome based curricula; concept mapping of programme 
outcomes and course outcomes linked to evaluation methodology; promotion of 
technology enabled learning through e-resources/ online courses MOOCS; use of ICT for 
learner support; celebration of national events/ festival; green initiatives; disabled 
friendly amenities; etc. need to be collated and displayed on the website, which is the 
window to the outside world (NAAC, 2019). Collecting and collating the institutional data 
for the 130 benchmarks laid down by NAAC to assess the quality of an OU is itself a 
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humongous task. Thus, the self- study/evaluation by OUs will bring about a dynamic 
change in the functioning of OUs. The OUs cannot afford to take any ben   chmark lightly 
since their sustenance and growth depends on the assessment and accreditation. The 
NAAC scores will have major ramifications on their future prospects including funding.  
 
 
IMPACT OF UGC (ODL) REGULATIONS 2017, UGC (ONLINE) REGULATIONS 2018, AND 
ASSESSMENT AND ACCREDITATION PROCESS OF NAAC ON OUs 
          
The OUs in India were established to meet the increasing demands of higher education 
aspirants and reaching out to the masses. The OUs were given the mandate to provide 
access, equity, quality and an affordable cost and relevant higher educational 
opportunities to larger segments of the population, particularly the disadvantaged 
groups, irrespective of their age, gender, caste, creed, geographical location, economic 
status, employment, etc. It was envisaged that the OUs would have a different role from 
their conventional counterparts as they were expected to remove the structural rigidities 
of the existing educational system by using innovative methods and information and 
communication technologies. OUs were mandated to diversify their curriculum and 
develop courses relevant to the needs of society for employment generation and for 
building the economy and society particularly in domains unattended; and offer 
affordable programmes at low cost. They were required to offer an opportunity for lifelong 
learning; and for expanding the base of higher education to larger numbers as compared 
to the conventional system (Government of India, 1987). 
 
By making learning possible anytime, anywhere, the OUs have, to a great extent, 
succeeded in fulfilling the mandate entrusted to them by reaching out to millions of 
aspirants and opening the doors for making lifelong learning a reality. Enrolment at the 
OUs has been increasing ever since they came into existence nearly four decades ago in 
1982. Also the number of DDEs functioning under Dual Mode Universities (DMUs) have 
increased manifold over nearly six decades (first DDE set up in 1962 in the Delhi 
University) as evidenced by the data presented in Table 1 (UGC, 2020) thereby earning 
the epithet of being “the fastest growing educational system” (Srivastava, 2012; 2016). 
 
In order to study the impact of UGC (ODL) Regulations, we took the enrolment data of 
2009-10 (when erstwhile DEC had started programme- wise recognition), 2014-17, when 
UGC continued with the recognition policy of erstwhile DEC and 2018-19, when UGC 
(ODL) Regulations 2017 which were put in operations and 2019-20 one year post 
implementation of the Regulations. The enrolment trends across a period of ten years 
(Table 1), show that the enrolment in the ODL HEIs has been steadily increasing between 
2009-10 and 2017-18, however a significant dip was visible in the year 2018-19, when 
the enrolment was reduced considerably to almost half in comparison to the preceding 
years. Data also revealed that the actual number of ODL institutions, which was 250 in 
the year 2009-10, decreased significantly to 157 in 2014- 15 and 102 in 2018-19. In 2009-
10 the contribution of 250 ODL institutions to the total enrolment in Higher Education 
was around 24 per cent (the share of OUs was 9.09 per cent). While today the ODL 
institutions are contributing around 11 per cent of the total enrolment in Higher Education 
in the country (UGC, 2018, p.279; MHRD, 2019). This change in the enrolment pattern can 
be attributed to the reduction in number of DDEs as well as Stand Alone Institutions 
recognized by the apex body for offering programmes through ODL mode. Between the 
years 2007 to 2009, the erstwhile DEC had undertaken a massive drive to promote ODL 
system and more and more Institutions were encouraged to start offering programmes 
through distance mode. Therefore, the number of ODL institutions, which was merely in 
double digits prior to 2007, swelled up to almost 250 in 2009. The erstwhile DEC with 
support of other apex bodies also took major efforts for converting institutional 
recognition into programme-wise recognition. However, between 2011 and 2013, this 
progress remained static, and afterwards DEC was dissolved on 1st May 2013 with its 
regulatory role transferred to UGC and AICTE. Even though the UGC after taking over the 
powers and functions of DEC adopted the norms and recognition policy of DEC till they 
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came up with the UGC (ODL) Regulations in 2017, no new institution was considered for 
recognition and many institutions were discontinued owing to policy changes, leading to 
a consistent fall in their number. The start in operation of UGC (ODL) Regulations 2017 
w.e.f. 2018-19 further led to the reduction in number of ODL institutions (See Table 1). 
 
The erstwhile DEC, in addition to degree courses also used to consider certificate and 
diploma programmes for recognition. However, the UGC (ODL) Regulations, 2017 have no 
provision to consider certificate and diploma level programmes and UGC only gives 
recognition to undergraduate (UG) and postgraduate (PG) programmes meeting the laid 
down standards. Thus, many ODL providers either discontinued such programmes or 
reduced their thrust upon them. In any case, the enrolment figures of Certificates 
Diplomas and Postgraduate Diploma programmes offered by ODL institutions since not 
available, could not be included in the total enrolment figures of 2018-19. However, as is 
evident from the share of UG and PG degree programmes in the total enrolment which 
ranged between 92.59 per cent and 94.89 per cent during 2015-16 and 2017-18 (See 
Table 1), it can be safely concluded that the drastic reduction in the enrolment of 2018-
19 was not due to exclusion of certificate and diploma programmes or not considering 
standalone institutions alone. In addition to aforementioned reasons, the programmes 
offered by OUs were not given recognition due to their non-compliance with the 
Regulations in areas such as: offering degree programmes in the banned domains of 
knowledge; lack of full time academic staff to coordinate the programmes; absence of 
SLM; delisting of Learner Support Centres as per new Regulations; and lack of qualified 
academic counsellors. Thus, it can be inferred that all these factors have contributed to 
the decline in the number of programmes recognized by UGC which had a direct bearing 
on total enrolment during 2018-19. 
 
Opening of new LSCs as per the Regulations in place of the delisted ones is also not an 
easy task for the OUs. Many of the government recognized HEIs are unwilling to give the 
permission to open a LSC due to their own policies/ preoccupations or they may not be 
offering programmes in the same/ broad areas as the OU, which is one of the pre-
conditions. In case the HEI is willing, their policy/ institutional mechanism to grant 
permission is so cumbersome that opening of LSC does not materialize. In the absence of 
sufficient LSCs, offering the programme, even if the programme is recognized by UGC, 
becomes difficult for the OUs. Besides LSCs, the issue could be with regard to finding 
qualified counsellors to offer the programme. This is evident from the data presented in 
Table 2, which shows several instances when the number of programmes on offer was 
less than the number of programmes granted recognition by UGC. After the initial hiccups 
faced by OUs in the first academic year after the ODL Regulations came into force, the 
OUs have gradually stabilised. All the programmes recognized by UGC in 2018-19 were on 
offer from 2019-20 (See Table 2). The dip in enrolment noticed in 2018-19 i.e. 1183352 
has again started picking up with the enrolment figures rising to 1429327 in 2019-20 (See 
Figure 1).  

 
Table 1. Growth of ODL Institutions- An Overview 

 
Year Number of 

Directorates 
of Distance 
Education 
(Stand Alone 
Institutions) 
  

Number 
of Open 
Universiti
es 

Total 
ODL 
Instituti
ons 
 
 
  

Total 
Enrolmen
t in ODL 
Institutio
ns  

Total share of 
UG and PG 
degree 
programmes 
in total 
enrolment* 

2009-10 183 
(53) 

14 250 37,70,392 Not Available 
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2014-15 125 
(18) 

14 157 38,11,723 Not Available 

2015-16 100 
(15) 

15 130 38,24,901 3622946 
(94.72%) 

2016-17 87 
(12) 

15 114 40,89,781 (3877521) 
(94.81%) 

2017-18 91 
(12) 

15 118 40,31,594 3736884 
92.59%  

2018-19  87 15 102 17,05,059
+ 

17,05,059 

*UGC (2019); UGC (2018); UGC (2017), UGC (2016).  
Data for 2009-10 obtained from erstwhile DEC database (unpublished) 
+Does not include enrolment in Certificate and Diploma (including PG Diploma) 
programmes 
         
 

 
 

Figure 1. Enrolment at the Open Universities in UG and PG Degree programmes 
Source: Srivastava (2012); Srivastava (2016); UGC (2019) DEB (2019); unpublished 

records of OUs 
 
In order to further prove the point, the authors examined the number and nature of 
degree programmes offered by the OUs and tried to correlate the same with the changing 

520362

1258148

1679435

1183352

1429327

2003-04 2009-10 2013-14 2018-19 2019-20

Total Enrollment in Degree Programmes  (OUs)
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trends in enrolment. Since OUs were expected to expand the access to higher education 
to larger segments of the population that remained unfocussed and unattended by the 
conventional system due to whatever reasons, they are known for their openness and 
flexibility with regard to admission requirements  in terms of their eligibility criteria, 
flexibility of pace, place and time of study no fixed number of seats and transfer of credits 
allowing lateral entry; flexibility with regard to choice and combination of courses; 
affordability in terms of fee; innovations in curriculum design and delivery using multiple 
media; and giving flexibility of exit with an award commensurate with the credits 
accumulated. Thus, they attract large number of aspirants to higher education as evident 
from the data given in Figure 1 pertaining to the enrolment in degree programmes offered 
by OUs. The figures show that in 2009-10 the total enrolment in the degree programmes 
was 1258148 (Srivastava, 2012), which increased to 1679435 in 2013-14 (Srivastava, 
2016) which was more or less the commonly seen trend since the inception of the OU 
system in the early 1980s. However, in 2018-19 there has been a reversal in this trend as 
the enrolment dipped to 1183352 (UGC, 2019), which can be attributed to the 
operationalization of the UGC (ODL) Regulations w.e.f. academic session 2018-19 and de-
recognition of many degree programmes offered by OUs, as stated above and also 
reduction in the ODL institutions.  
 
We also tried to analyse the data from the point of view of number of degree, certificate 
and diploma programmes offered by OUs prior to and after implementation of UGC (ODL) 
Regulations 2017. The data presented in Table 2 shows that in 2013-14, fourteen OUs 
were collectively offering 522 degree programmes (233 UG and 289 PG degree 
programmes). In 2018-19, the number of OUs increased to 15 out of which the same 14 
OUs were offering a total of 395 programmes, of which 160 were UG and 235 PG degree 
programmes, while the recently established OU was offering 11 PG degree programmes 
(total 395+11= 406), even though UGC had given recognition to a total of 487 
programmes of these fifteen OUs.  Thus as compared to 2013-14 the total number of 
programmes on offer at the fourteen OUs had drastically come down from 522 to 395, a 
reduction of about 25 per cent,  that adversely impacted the student enrolment (See 
Tables 1 and 2). 
 

 
Table 2. Number of UG & PG Degree Programmes Offered by the OUs 
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UG  2
4 4 8 2

9 
3
6 1 9 4 7 1

0 
4
4 6 1

1 5 1
0 

2
0
8 

PG 3
6 

2
1 

2
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3
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1
3 0 6 2
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1
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     Source: Srivastava (2016); DEB (2019), Unpublished records of OUs 

     *IGNOU has been exempted from UGC (ODL) Regulations, 2017 “as a special case” 
notified 
      as the fourth amendment to the Regulations vide Gazette notification dated 6th June 
2019 
      (Government of India, 2019).  

 
A cursory look at the number of Certificate and Diploma Programmes offered by OUs in 
2018-19 as compared to 2013-14, showed a declining trend in case of all OUs, IGNOU and 
UOU being  exceptions. Comparing the data of 2013-14 and 2018-19, it can be observed 
that there was a substantial reduction in the Certificate and Diploma programmes 
particularly in case of UPRTOU, YCMOU, BRAOU, who were the big players in offering such 
programmes in 2013-14. (Srivastava, 2016; and Websites of respective OUs). This can, 
indirectly, also attributed to the UGC (ODL) Regulations 2017 which created an 
uncertainty in recognition status of these programmes as the UGC does not give 
recognition to Certificate and Diploma programmes and only considers degree 
programmes as specified under section 22 of the UGC Act (1956). Perhaps, the fear of 
losing recognition or receiving Show Cause Notices, in case OUs violate such directives, 
has made OUs overcautious in offering such level of programmes. Without the recognition 
of the regulatory authority, these programmes do not have the desired market value. In 
case a particular programme was been developed in a niche area, then accordingly its 
takers were only those who were specifically interested in those areas. 
 
An analysis of the pattern of enrolment in UG degree programmes reveals that OUs are 
offering a variety of UG degree programmes yet there are only 6 degree programmes that 
attract the maximum enrolment (84.6%) of total enrolment in UG programmes, namely: 
Bachelor of Arts, Bachelor of Commerce, Bachelor of Science, Bachelor of Library & 
Information Sciences, Bachelor of Computer Applications, and Bachelor of Business 
Administration which are also the programmes offered by maximum OUs —a fact 
evidenced by the data (See Figure 2) in the academic year 2018-19. Bachelor of Commerce 
is the most popular programme which is offered by almost all the OUs except VMOU 
whereas Bachelor of Arts attracts the largest number of learners accounting for around 
70% of the total enrolment in UG degree programmes. The main reason for high 
enrolment in these programmes is the high demand for a basic degree which the 
conventional system is unable to meet. OUs are the only viable alternate system to cater 
to the needs of those wanting to obtain a degree, for earning the respectability that a 
graduate enjoys in society or for improving career prospects or eligibility to pursue further 
higher education. The UG degree programmes that have single digit  enrolment are 
Bachelor of Arts (Mathematics), Bachelor of Arts (Yoga),  Bachelor of Business 
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Administration (Air travel management), Bachelor of Business Administration (Hotel and 
Tourism Management), Bachelor of Education (Special Education), Bachelor of Science 
(Yoga),Bachelor of  Arts (Tourism), Bachelor of Arts (Functional Tamil), Bachelor of Arts 
(Home Science), Bachelor of Performing Arts (Drama and Theatre Studies), Bachelor of 
Arts (History and Heritage Management), Bachelor of Science (Information Technology), 
Bachelor of Science (Mathematics with Computer Applications), Bachelor of Tourism and 
Travel Management, Bachelor of Arts (Urdu) ( DEB, 2019). 
 

 

Figure 2. Enrolment in popular UG Degree Programmes of OUs (2018-19) 
Source: DEB (2019) 

* OSOU was not offering any UG degree programme during 2018-19. 
 
OUs are offering a large number of PG Degree programmes as compared to UG degree 
programmes. The top 10 PG degree programmes during the year 2018-19 are given in 
Figure 3 and these programmes account for around 78 % of total enrolment in PG degree 
programmes. Further, only the national OU, IGNOU is contributing to the maximum 
(75%) in the total enrolment of these ten programmes. All these ten programmes are 
being offered by IGNOU and VMOU followed by NOU, UPRTOU and BRAOU. Interestingly 
all 10 programmes are Master of Arts (MA) programmes in different disciplines except for 
Master of Commerce (DEB, 2019).  
 
The reason for popularity and high enrolment in MA programmes is that a large number 
of such learners who are employed and are in-service, are interested in pursuing a 
Master’s degree for their professional development and ODL mode is the most preferred 
mode for them. Also there are a lot of fresh graduates who enroll in these programmes as 
they may not have succeeded in getting admission in the conventional system due to 
limited number of seats available in PG degree programmes in conventional 
universities.PG degree programmes are also popular among those seeking an additional 
degree or those who want to pursue a PG degree programme for academic enrichment 
purposes or for improving their social status. 
 
There are few PG Degree programmes with least or nil enrolment, the reason being they 
represent niche areas of study and are meant for specific target groups namely: Master 
of Arts (Islamic Studies), Master of Arts (Geo Informatics), Master of Arts (International 
Relations), Master of Business Administration (Hospital Administration), Master of 
Science (Geo Informatics), Master of Science (Apparel And Fashion Design), Master of 
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Arts (Comparative Literature), Master of Arts (Development Administration), Master of 
Arts  (Environmental Science), Master of Arts (Disaster Management ), Master of Arts 
(Yoga), Master of Science (Cyber Security), Master of Science (Disaster Management) 
(DEB, 2019).  
 

 
 

Figure 3: Top Ten PG Degree Programmes with High Enrolment offered at OUs (2018-
19) 

Source: DEB (2019) 
 
Any decline, whether in enrolment figures, or numbers of programmes offered is of 
paramount concern both for economic and educational health of OUs, as developing such 
programmes, which is time and resource consuming, is seen as a symbol of their wellbeing 
and educational expertise. Decline in number of programmes offered and which is directly 
connected to decline in enrolments means decline in revenue generation, which has a 
direct impact on the overall performance of OUs. 
 

Table 3.  Profile of OUs (2019-20) 
 

Sr 
No. 

Open 
University 

Regional 
Centres 

Learner 
Support 
Centres 

Schools 
of 
Studies 

Programmes 
on offer 

Permanent 
Teachers as 

on date 
(Academic 

Consultants) 
1.        IGNOU 67  1938 21 203 252* (39) 
2.        BRAOU 23  179  5 51 26 
3.        VMOU 7 76 5 96 21 
4.        NOU 0 89 10 159 25 
5.        YCMOU 8  210 7 151 24 
6.        MPBOU 11 180 7 40 2 
7.        BAOU 2 507 4 74 29 
8.        KSOU 20 71 29 70 80 
9.        NSOU 3 132 6 98 49 (3) 
10.    UPRTOU 12 1025 9 194 24 (10) 
11.    TNOU 8  39 13 115 40 
12.    PSSOU 7 143 7 46 9 
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13.    UOU 8 97 14 139 48 
14.    KKHSOU  1 288  6  74 40  
15.    OSOU 0 54 8 42 0 (38) 

 
Source:   
www.osou.ac.in; www.pssou.ac.in; www.nalandaopenuniversity.com; 
www.bhojvirtualuniversity.com; www.wbnsou.ac.in; www.kkhsou.in; 
www.uprtou.ac.in; www.baou.edu.in; www.braou.ac.in; www.tnou.ac.in; 
www.vmou.ac.in; www.ycmou.ac.in; www.ignou.ac.in; www.ksoumysuru@acin; 
www.pssou.ac.in 
 (Retrieved on 17th May 2020) Unpublished record of OUs 
*Sanctioned 454 
 
The authors also dwelled upon the general profile of OUs. The profile of the OUs presented 
in Table 3 for the year 2019-20, shows that apart from IGNOU, being the National Open 
University and a leader in the field of ODL system, with a gigantic system; other OUs have 
also played a significant role in contributing to the development of the ODL system in their 
respective States. The programmes on offer (at the level of UG, PG, PG Diploma, Diploma 
and Certificate programmes) show a matured trend. All OUs except OSOU, established in 
2015, are operating through a three tier structure, i.e. Headquarters, Regional Centres 
and Learner support Centres. Some of the OUs like BRAOU, KSOU, UPRTOU and MPBOU 
have more than ten Regional Centres (RCs) operating within their territorial jurisdictions. 
Equally noteworthy is the large number of Learner Support Centres (LSCs) which are 
being managed by the OUs for programme delivery and providing learners’ support 
services as close to their homes as possible. Coordination among the three layers remains 
the foremost challenge for each OU. The Schools of Studies and their synchronizing 
activities with RCs and LSCs is a mammoth task requiring every OU to have an effective 
learning management system (LMS). Teachers are the backbone of the University and the 
data reveals that where there are no permanent teachers, academic consultants are 
serving the purpose.  As per the ODL Regulations 2017, there is a correlation between the 
number of teachers and the number of programmes on offer to ensure proper coordination 
in the development and delivery of the quality programmes. However in actual practice 
this is far from reality at a few OUs, as evident from the data given in Table 3. The data 
further reveals that except IGNOU, KSOU and KKHSOU, which had more than one teacher 
per programme, the other OUs had less than one teacher per programme. At other OUs 
the number was in single digit per School. 
  
Thus for an OU to offer quality programmes and generate good enrolment; in addition to 
the number of programmes offered, it should also holistically strengthen its other 
components such as: infrastructure, learner support services, faculty strength in terms of 
number and quality of research output of the faculty, and financial resources.  

STEPS FOR STRENGTHENING THE OUs IN THE DIGITAL AGE 
 
The efforts made by the erstwhile DEC between 2007 to 2013-14 and thereafter 
coordinated efforts of the Government and UGC towards strengthening the ODL system 
is certainly expected to give positive results and a brand equity to the degrees awarded 
through ODL mode. OUs have demonstrated their resolve to serve such large numbers of 
learners and especially those who have remained unreached, through programmes 
with proper instructional designs and learner support systems (Srivastava, 2016; and 
Basu, 2019). However, the recognition and acceptance of ODL degrees has been the 
greatest challenge as many private sector undertakings and public sector organizations, 
despite government directives, give lesser credence to these degrees. The equivalence of 
qualifications acquired through conventional and ODL systems, needs to be appropriately 
addressed for all purposes including employment, higher education and professional 
development. With the recognition of programmes leading to the award of degrees by 
UGC, and grading through accreditation by NAAC on the similar criteria with that for 
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conventional system it is expected that the perception and myth of ODL having lesser 
credibility will be dispelled. 
 
Education is going digital, and recent developments in the current scenario have 
accelerated the disruption in the system through the rapid adoption of digital 
technologies by all HEIs irrespective of their modes. The current encouraging trends of 
using more and more digital and online resources and increased emphasis on broadcast 
and telecast media during current COVID- 19 scenario have made every University realise 
their importance and encourage to shift to online methods of programme delivery and to 
offer online programmes. This will certainly blur the distinction between conventional 
universities and OUs, and both of these, together, by using information and 
communication technology, offer more and more online programmes, materializing the 
utopian dream of seamless mobility of learners across the two systems. OUs are already 
reviewing all their operations to make them digital by design. Hereafter the instructional 
design still needs to go hi-tech for providing the digital course material online. Also to 
deliver the online programmes effectively online methods of learner support and 
comprehensive formative and summative evaluation need to be incorporated by OUs 
urgently. 
 
Lifelong learning is the key to the digital age. Appetite for learning new skills and 
acquiring new certificates and degrees in order to avail of the emerging career 
opportunities or survive in the existing jobs is increasing day by day. OUs need to update 
and revise their curricula to fulfil the requirements of ‘learning on demand’ and ‘work- 
integrated learning’. OUs should design and develop curricula for various disciplines 
focussing on knowledge, skills and competencies in collaboration with the industries that 
market driven  (Srivastava & Suman, 2018).The learning package in e-content form 
integrating relevant learning activities will help learners to master the content by 
acquiring knowledge and develop skills for processing information; critical and analytical 
thinking; problem-solving; innovation and creativity and decision making skills 
(Bates,2019). Integration of multimedia communication technologies need to be used to 
enable the learners to face the real life situations through learning by doing, interpreting 
different situations, or solving relevant problems. Evaluation tools used for formative and 
summative assessments needs to be re-energised and designed to inculcate the 
development of the above mentioned competencies and skills and integrated with the 
Programme Specific Outcomes (PSOs) and Course Specific Outcomes (CSOs) (Srivastava, 
2016). The OUs need to initiate the development of web based e-SLMs. The already 
available SLMs in print, audio and video programmes need to be repurposed and 
integrated in the four quadrant approach prescribed by the UGC (Online) Regulations 
2018 by embedding the necessary hyperlinks, text, audio, video, animation, etc. and other 
elements of interactive multimedia design including online testing tools and avenues for 
online interaction through activities and support for the learners. 
  
The demands of learners are also changing, with majority of the learners being 
dynamically mobile and not static anymore. The existing practice followed by OUs for 
delivery of programmes, which might be suitable for some learners, needs to be revised. 
It is high time that the OUs shift from structured learning packages to flexible 
personalized smart technology based learning packages. Also the ban imposed by the 
Regulations  2017 on the offering of degrees, diplomas and certificates in professional 
areas and also a ban on programmes having practical components are impediments for 
the ODL of fulfilling its mandate of serving the national requirements of churning out a 
skilled workforce. Instead of curbing the system, the regulators should develop norms for 
the design, development and delivery of programmes in all domains of knowledge 
particularly professional and technical areas, which could be strictly monitored for 
quality.  
 
Growing shift of learners from conventional to ODL system, makes it imperative to 
evaluate the system periodically and carry out systemic research to infuse new ideas, 
innovative culture and best practices in different areas of operations. The OUs which are 
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catalysts in the ODL system have to gear themselves for imbibing and nurturing a research 
culture amongst their academic fraternity which is wanting today, as evident from the 
negligible research studies on the ODL system.  Periodic review and in- depth analysis  of 
the  academic, administrative and other support services of the  OUs is of prime 
importance to usher in the changing paradigm in order to compete with other more 
resourceful competitors.  The Governments, both central and states, need to be proactive 
in augmenting infrastructural resources of OUs. Taking the clue from UGC- IUAC (Inter 
University Accelerator Centre) which provides front ranking accelerator based research 
facilities to create possibilities for internationally competitive research within the 
university system, the Government may mull over a similar model to facilitate intense 
research in ODL in the OUs.   

The OUs need to bring systemic change in their functioning by focussing on database 
management, which is the bedrock of all online operations and systems. The authors in 
the present study, while reflecting on the potential of the OUs, encountered difficulties 
due to non-maintenance of data centrally, erratic documentation and non-display of data 
on the websites in many cases. While expansion, equity and relevance should be the 
watchwords engrained in the higher education system, accountability and transparency 
on the part of the OUs is of utmost importance for not only showcasing their strength to 
the stakeholders but establishing a feedback system to usher in continuing professional 
development. Information is power, and this also applies to the apex bodies to keep the 
information of their clientele updated and transparent in public domain.  

As promoters of ODL, OUs need to be financially healthy. The OUs were getting 
development grants from the erstwhile DEC for promotion of ODL programmes since the 
VIII Plan period (1992-1997). These grants were given for overall development of 
different aspects of the OU, including development of course materials, learner support 
services, professional development of staff and integration of technology, library, quality 
assurance parameters and research and development. During the XI Plan period (2007-
2012) the development grant was extended for even construction of buildings and 
appointment of academic consultants in lieu of permanent faculty. This scheme of 
providing Development Grant should be revived by the regulatory bodies to capacitate 
the OUs to  cater to the infrastructural  development commensurate to the   requirement 
projected in the Regulations, whether its staff requirement, development of ICT 
infrastructure , updating of content, development of new programmes, or redesigning 
learner support services. 
 
With the changing needs and demands of higher education and the territory free online 
education, the ODL turf is certainly going to be competitive, result oriented and 
qualitative. The time has come when all the OUs must create a network platform for 
sharing of resources, whether academic, infrastructural or technology.  Collaborative 
arrangements for sharing of resources is vital in the present  circumstances amidst  the 
decision of the UGC to grant 20 HEIs under Category – I as per UGC (Categorisation of 
Universities (Only) for grant of Graded Autonomy) Regulations, 2018, can  start a new 
programme/ course or department without approval of UGC including programmes 
through ODL (Government of India, 2018b). With tough competition from Category I 
HEIs, OUs have to revamp their functioning and prepare for a more result oriented 
system. Challenges and opportunities go hand in hand. To convert the challenges into 
opportunities, the OUs, which have proved their mettle on several occasions, must rise to 
the current situation and remodel themselves towards offering online education. 
  
CONCLUSION 
 
It goes without saying that the ODL Regulations have come just in time to place a 
regulatory framework for monitoring the vast ODL system. But the fact remains that the 
absence of an ODL policy in the country, has resulted in the frequent amendments to the 
Regulations. Somewhere, the objective of ODL is getting diluted with several regulatory 
experiments on the ODL institutions particularly at a time when virtual has almost been 
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a reality. It is high time that the Government brings out the ODL policy to clear the picture 
in its proposed National Education Policy (NEP). But this no way is an excuse on the part 
of OUs to lose esteem in catering to unreached.  
 
Higher education today is at a critical juncture, grappling with the sheer volume of 
numbers and the demands for more focussed, qualitative, employment oriented and skill 
based learning. The learners are also looking for flexibility and openness in the manner 
they would like to get educated. All HEIs are stepping onto the bandwagon of ODL, to 
augment the learning opportunities of diverse segments of the population particularly in 
the current scenario where social distancing is the new normal. 
Century ago, the Charles Darwin had said that “It is not the strongest species that survive, 
nor the most intelligent, but the most responsive to change’. And the same holds good for 
the OUs too.  
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