
 



                            A seminar on Pertinence of Open and Distance Learning in Contemporary India 

was organized by the Directorate of Distance Education in collaboration with the Department of 

Political Science, Rabindra Bharati University on 22nd November, 2018. The chairperson of the 

seminar was Prof. Radharaman Chakrabarti, Former Vice-Chancellor, Netaji Subhas Open University 

(NSOU), Kolkata, West Bengal. The speakers were – Prof. Swaraj Basu, former Director of Distance 

Education Council and Professor of the School of Social Sciences, Indira Gandhi National Open 

University (IGNOU), New Delhi, Prof. Debanarayan Modak, former Director of the School of Social 

Sciences, NSOU, Kolkata and Prof. Jayanta Acharya, Assistant Director of the Directorate of 

Distance Education, Rabindra Bharati University.  

                             The welcome address was delivered by Prof. Debdas Ray, Director, Directorate of 

Distance Education, Rabindra Bharati University. Following the welcome address and the 

introductions, the keynote address was delivered by the Chairperson Prof. Radharaman Chakrabarti. 

He highlighted that open and distance learning is very much relevant and worth mentioning today. 

Distance education is needed irrespective of the condition or system which one inhabits. He pointed 

out that there were a few difficulties at the beginning of distance education in West Bengal. For 

instance, University of Calcutta during 1997-98 used to follow the rule of considering those students 

who have been educated in any kind of distance mode as ineligible. The need of linking distance 

education with the traditional regular mode of education was envisaged during those times. He 

emphasized the fact that in contemporary times, reformations at frequent intervals in the distance 

education system is needed. Education has to reach those individuals too who are situated far away, 

but then, where lies the initiative? He opined that students also have certain needs and demands. They 

are coming to the universities to get educated. Therefore, their conditions should also be kept in mind 

and their opinions should also be valued. 

              He further highlighted that the British education system, particularly the London School of 

Economics has been marked by a debate in recent times. The following proposal has been put forward 

- education system should be more student-centric, that is, students should be given an opportunity to 

voice their opinions and would take decisions independently. However, he cited that the authorities 

have resisted this proposal. Violence has been followed by counter-violence, accompanied by 

brutalities by the police force. He said that therefore, it is difficult to envisage overhauling changes 

too soon but it also has to be kept in mind that the procedures followed in the educational system, 

including those of curriculum and examination need to be synchronised and transformed. 

          Following the keynote address, the seminar proceeded with the presentations by the three 

speakers. Prof Jayanta Acharya pointed out that according to an all-India survey carried out by the 

Ministry of Human Resources and Development, open and distance learning is attractive and 

therefore it is needed. Gross Enrolment Ratio is a statistical method and as highlighted by him, people 

mainly in the cohort age group of 18-23 years enter the sphere of higher education. In India, as 

pointed out by him, the percentage is 75, in China the percentage is 46.9 and in America the 

percentage is 85.2. Progress cannot be achieved only through the conventional mode of education. 

IGNOU has emerged as a centre of open and distance learning since 1985. He further pointed out that 

Rabindra Bharati University encompasses 89% of conventional mode of education and 11% of 

distance education. He cited that the factor of elementary education has been included in the proposals 

of the Kothari Commission. The system of distance education is not an alternative, but is an urgent 

need. It is the duty of the government to give the people a respectable position in society. 

                     Prof. Acharya’s lecture was followed by Prof. Debnarayan Modak’s presentation entitled 

Open and Distance Learning in the 21st century – India in the Global Perspective. He pointed out that 



a general tendency has been to exclude and marginalise the ignorant and downtrodden people in 

society. Further, society has been marked by the belief that distance education is for those who have 

got no other option. He re-emphasized the need to alter these constructed paradigms in society and 

pointed out that it is important to understand the difference between conventional and distance mode 

of education. Face to face communication, according to him is also needed. Further, the difference 

between teacher centric education and learner centric education needs to be realized. 

                While talking about the evolution of distance education in the global platform, he pointed 

out five generations of distance education with their corresponding models of educations – first 

Generation comprising the Correspondence Model, second Generation comprising the Multimedia 

Model, third Generation comprising the Tele learning Model, fourth generation comprising the 

Flexible Learning Model and fifth Generation comprising Intelligent flexible Model involving the use 

of interactive multimedia, internet based access to resources and computer mediated communication. 

Prof. Modak further threw light on the evolution of distance education in India and highlighted that 

the Third Five Year Plan (1961-66) included the aspect of distance education. He also pointed out that 

the Andhra Pradesh Open University was renamed as the B.R. Ambedkar Open University. In 1998, 

the Ram Reddy Warangal University was established. Subsequently 15 open dual mode universities 

were established. In 1996, as also pointed out by him, Vidyasagar University and in 1997 Burdwan 

University incorporated the system of distance learning.  

                         He further elucidated the goals, the Dharma and the Karma of open and distance 

learning. The goal of ODL, as emphasized by him are to reach the unreached, to empower the 

powerless and to ensure quality, affordability and cost-effectiveness. Hence, the paradigm shift and 

the imperative today is a tryst with quality. The Dharma of ODL, as viewed by him, is based on the 

following – democratization of education, means of social justice, means for development, technology 

mediated education, quality improvement, learner centric education and teachers as facilitators and 

institutions as promoters. Further, he identified the karma of ODL as larger enrolment, diversification 

of programme, active role of the private sector, commercialization as drive for expansion, use of 

technology, quality assurance system and developing regulatory framework. In the next part of his 

lecture, he identified the barriers to Open and Distance Education as – disbursing in the Goal, 

constraints on openness, limited use of Interactive technology, quality deficiency, ineffective 

regulatory frameworks, lack of professionalism, ambiguity in the role of the teacher. According to 

him, the essential aspects of ODL include the Personal Contact Programmes and the use of 

Information and Communication Technology in open and distance education is inclusive of global 

opportunities and local realities. In fact, as he cited, mobile technology has acted as a chip in case of 

Netaji Subhash Open University. 

                         Prof. Modak’s presentation was followed by Prof. Swaraj Basu’s remarks on open and 

distance learning. He pointed out that education is relevant today in the sense that it has become 

synonymous to earning a degree. The goal of education irrespective of the conventional or distance 

mode should be to educate in mind. The main question of credibility is why the challenges are only 

for distance learning? The National Knowledge Commission, as highlighted by him, was instrumental 

in encompassing the factor of growing number of universities and the issues related to open and 

distance learning.  

                      The seminar concluded with the Vice-Chancellor’s address. Prof. Sabyasachi Basu Ray 

Chaudhury highlighted that the context of distance learning has changed in 21st century India. The 

important question was, according to him, how far human resources are being used qualitatively? He 

re-emphasized that qualitative enhancement of human resources in open and distance learning is 



required. He also focussed on a rights-based approach to education. The Goal should be to give the 

future generations a developed system of distance education based on a high quality framework. With 

these concluding remarks, he delivered the formal vote of thanks.  
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