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ABHIPSA MOHANTY

N September 2022, the
University Grants Com-
mission (UGC) an-
nounced that the degrees
obtained via online and
distance modes of edu-
... cation would be on par
With regular degrees. At a time
When the nation was reeling
from Covid-19, traditional edu-
cation underwent a profound
transformation as it swiftly
transitioned to online plat-
forms. Hence, another new
normal that people wake up to
In 2023 is the growing demand
for online and Open Distance
Learning (ODL) courses.

Tracing the evolution

Prof Andrew Thangaraj from
IIT Madras and National
MOOCs (Massive Open Online
Course) Coordinator for NP-
- TEL (National Programme on
Technology Enhanced Learn-
ing) in the Study Webs of Ac-
tive-Learning for Young Aspir-
mg Minds (SWAYAM) project,
states that one can ascer-
tain the true growth of
online programmes
only after a few vears
when data on the effec-
tiveness of student en-
rollment and acceptance
of these courses are clear-

er. In addition, Mavank Jain,
Chair of the Indian EdTech
Consortinum (IEC, a body under
Internet and Mobile Associa-
tion of India), mentions though
demand and acceptance have
increased collectively, demands
in certain areas show more
growth. These include non-uni-
versity programmes related to
technology, boot camps and
skill-oriented courses.

Blurring boundaries?
Though it cannot be said that
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Thﬂugh online and distance learning

courses are growing popular, are they
better than regular courses?

GIFTS TO THE

OPENING THE ONLINE
AND OPEN LEARNING PACKAGES

these courses have an edge over
the regular mode of learning,
“people have started realising
that medium doesn't matter
any more,” explains Mavank.
Prof Thangaraj adds that
students from such pro-
grammes were being placed
just like regular students.
“It depends on the area of
discipline, but the indus-
try is accepting these
courses faster,” he tells.
It may be noted that
the UGC instructed uni-
versities to conduct place-
ment drives for ODL and online
courses too. Professor Uma
Shankar, Principal of Delhi
University's (DU) School of
Upen Learning (S0OL) says, “We
have seen that students from
these courses are given prefer-
ence at job fairs.” But the stu-
dent turnout at such drives is
often not very good, savs D Yul-
suf Khan, Director of Training

and Placemen at Maulana
Azad Nﬂﬁnnn%mi-

ty (MANUU), Hyderabad. “It is’

because they are already en-

gaged elsewhere,” hereasons,
adding, “This year, 50 students
registered and five appeared
for the interviews.”

Challenges remain

With the pandemic ebbing
away, Dr Khan opines that the
craze for online and distance
courses has subsided slightly.
And even if such courses are

26 un 73

SOME
SOLUTIONS

Though the students and
experts agree that the
government has done a lot
to boost ODL and online
courses, they posit a few
solutions to make the
experlence better. Students
urge the government to
invest in the technical front
and human resources.
“There is no dearth of
courses, but many don't
know about them. They
should become more open
and accessible,” says
Amogha Arvana, an IGNOU
Hyderabad student.
Subhranshu mentions that
teachers taking weekend
classes need to be more
interactive but, "we can't
expect them to give it their
100% if they are already
working all week,” he says.
Mayank and Prof Thangaraj
say that proper regulations
for the courses and exam
procedures are essential

starting to be accepted, Stu-
dents and experts believe there
are hnttlanql:ka that need to be
overcome.

Students who opted for dis-
tance courses state that the
number of classes ought to be
increased, in the online mode.
“We used to have online classes
during Covid-19, but they
stopped afterwards,” Priva Raj,
who is enrolled at the Indira
Gandhi National Open Univer-
sity (IGNOU), Jamshedpur,
savs. Also, one has to address
their own doubts, she adds.

Subhranshu Mishra, a UPSC

aspirant who completed his
master's degree from IGNOU,
Bhubaneswar agrees that it In-
deed becomes a challenge for
them. “Weekend classes are
conducted for doubt-clearing.
but it becomes difficult for one
teacher to cater to all students.
Moreover, everyone cannotf
travel to the university every
two to three months,” he says.
“Online classes can solve these
problems,” he states, speaking
in favour of student-professor
engagements. He advocates for
a grievance redressal cell,
where students can send in
their gueries for swift action.
Additionally, Priva was not
satisfied with the materials re-
ceived. “It doesn't help with the
assignments and exams. [ can
compare it to an NCERT book.
which is not enough for exams,
and one has to study from other
resources as well.” she savs.
Nonetheless, the students
and experts concur that self-
learning would be difficult for
those who do not have prior
knowledge of the subject they
are pursuing. Also, universities
often do not teach the required
skills to students, states Adarsh
5, Research Scientist and Con-
vener, Kerala Blockchain Acad-
emy (KBA). which comes under
Digital University Kerala.
“Therefore, we offer practical
classes on campus,” he savs.
Speaking from the universi-
ties’ point of view, Prof Thanga-
raj says that courses offered
online are different from main-
stream university curricula.
The discipline is also a defi-
nite challenge, adds Mavank,
who is also the MD of EdTech
platform, upGrad. “From a
consumer point of view, 1 can
say that people enrolled in seri-
ous long-term programmes of:
ten quit when personal issues
arise,” he says.
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