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ABSTRACT:

This research explores the trends in admissions, dropout rates, and success rates among SC, ST, and women students at the Indira Gandhi National Open
University (IGNOU) over a five-year period (2019-2024). By analyzing secondary data from IGNOU's annual reports, this study investigates the representation
of marginalized communities and women in higher education, alongside examining challenges related to retention and academic success. The research identifies
critical patterns in enrollment and academic outcomes, offering insights into the underlying barriers faced by these groups. Based on the findings, the study
proposes recommendations for enhancing inclusivity and ensuring equitable educational opportunities for all demographic segments.
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Introduction:

The expanding role of higher education in promoting socio-economic development and social justice has been a central theme in Indian education
policy. Over the years, India has made significant strides in increasing access to higher education, particularly for marginalized communities such as
Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and women. The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU), as a prominent distance education
institution, plays a vital role in facilitating this expansion, offering flexible learning opportunities to diverse student populations across the country
(Chauhan, 2020). However, while the university has contributed to educational inclusivity, disparities in admissions, dropout rates, and success rates
among SC, ST, and women students remain a pressing issue.

India’s higher education landscape is characterized by a deep-rooted historical and socio-economic divide, particularly when it comes to the educational
access and outcomes for marginalized groups. Despite affirmative action policies such as reservations, which have facilitated greater representation in
educational institutions (Rajput & Arora, 2018), the implementation of these policies often fails to address the systemic barriers these groups face, such
as economic hardships, lack of academic preparation, and socio-cultural biases. This is particularly true for distance learning institutions like IGNOU,
which, while offering increased access, still face challenges related to student retention and academic success, especially for SC, ST, and women
students (Rana, 2019).

IGNOU, established in 1985, is the largest open university in India and offers various undergraduate, postgraduate, and diploma courses through a
distance education model. Its mandate is to provide educational opportunities to the underserved and marginalized sections of society. The university
has made significant strides in this direction by enrolling large numbers of SC, ST, and women students, particularly from rural areas and economically
disadvantaged backgrounds (Sharma, 2021). However, despite these efforts, persistent inequalities in academic performance and retention rates remain
a significant concern.

Previous studies have highlighted that while enrollment figures for SC, ST, and women students have increased over the years, dropout rates and lower
success rates persist in higher education (Saini, 2018). For instance, a report by the University Grants Commission (UGC) suggests that marginalized
students, particularly from rural backgrounds, often face greater challenges in adjusting to the demands of higher education, leading to higher dropout
rates in distance education settings (UGC, 2020). These challenges include limited access to educational resources, lack of interaction with faculty, and
insufficient support systems, which disproportionately affect students from disadvantaged backgrounds.

Gender disparity in higher education is another issue that warrants attention. Despite the overall increase in women’s participation in higher education,
the gender gap remains prominent in certain disciplines and levels of education. A study by Narayan and Gupta (2022) indicates that women, especially
those from rural and economically weaker sections, face unique barriers such as family responsibilities, limited mobility, and inadequate infrastructure
for distance education, which often result in higher dropout rates. Women’s representation in higher education, particularly in technical and
professional courses, continues to lag behind that of men (Das & Chatterjee, 2021).

The situation of SC and ST students is equally challenging. Despite reservations and other affirmative actions, they continue to face significant
obstacles in accessing quality education. A report by the Ministry of Education (2023) reveals that while SC and ST students have gained access to
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educational institutions, their performance in terms of academic achievement and retention is lower than that of their peers. Factors such as socio-
economic status, lack of academic support, and inadequate infrastructure contribute to their challenges in completing courses successfully (Agarwal,
2019).

IGNOUF's annual reports for the past five years (2019-2024) provide a comprehensive overview of student enrollment, dropout rates, and success rates,
disaggregated by demographic factors such as caste and gender. These reports serve as a critical resource for understanding the trends in student
participation and success in higher education. By analyzing this secondary data, this study aims to investigate the specific challenges faced by SC, ST,
and women students at IGNOU and explore possible interventions to enhance their academic success (IGNOU, 2024).

The research will focus on several key aspects: first, the trends in admissions for SC, ST, and women students over the five-year period; second, the
dropout rates for these groups; and third, their academic success rates. The study will employ both quantitative and qualitative data analysis techniques
to assess how these students are faring in comparison to the general student population. It will also explore the socio-economic factors that might
contribute to the observed patterns of underachievement and dropout, such as financial constraints, social isolation, and lack of institutional support
(Bhat & Kumar, 2020).

Furthermore, the study will aim to uncover the systemic factors within IGNOU that may be hindering the academic success of these marginalized
groups. For instance, it is essential to explore the adequacy of existing student support mechanisms, such as academic counseling, mentorship, and peer
networks, which are crucial for improving retention and success rates (Singh & Mehta, 2023). The analysis of this data will shed light on how
effectively IGNOU has been addressing these challenges and provide insights into areas for improvement.

The ultimate goal of this research is to contribute to the ongoing discourse on educational equity in India by offering evidence-based recommendations
for policy makers and educational institutions. By focusing on the experiences of SC, ST, and women students at IGNOU, this paper aims to inform
strategies that can enhance access, retention, and academic success for marginalized communities in distance education settings. As India continues to
expand its higher education system, addressing these disparities will be essential for ensuring that all students have an equal opportunity to succeed and
contribute to national development (Seshadri & Rao, 2022).

Objectives:

e  Toanalyze the trends in admissions, dropout rates, and success rates of SC, ST, and women students in IGNOU from 2019 to 2024.

e  To assess the representation of SC, ST, and women in various academic programs at IGNOU.

e  To identify socio-economic and institutional factors affecting the educational outcomes of these groups.

e To provide evidence-based recommendations for improving enrollment, retention, and success rates for marginalized communities and
women.

Rationale:

While the Indian government has made significant strides toward increasing the enrollment of marginalized communities in higher education, several
barriers persist, particularly in distance education systems. The Open University model, as exemplified by IGNOU, is uniquely positioned to offer
flexible education, but issues such as lack of proper guidance, social and economic hurdles, and limited access to resources may disproportionately
affect SC, ST, and women students.

This study is crucial as it seeks to assess how effectively IGNOU has supported these groups and to uncover the systemic issues that hinder their
academic success. By focusing on data from 2019 to 2024, this paper will offer a timely analysis of trends in higher education that will be valuable to
policy makers, educational institutions, and advocacy groups.

Research Methodology:

This study employs a descriptive research design based on secondary data. The data was drawn from the database and annual reports of IGNOU for
the years 2019 to 2024. The following methods applied:
e  Data Collection: Secondary data obtained from the publicly available database, records and annual reports of IGNOU, specifically focusing
on student enrollment, dropout rates, and success rates of SC, ST, and women students.
. Data Analysis: Descriptive statistical tools used to analyze trends and calculate percentages and averages. Comparative analysis used to
examine the representation and performance of SC, ST, and women students across different years.
. Qualitative Analysis: Based on the findings, qualitative interpretations was drawn from the data, especially considering socio-economic
factors and institutional policies.

5. Review of Literature:

The democratization of higher education in India has been significantly facilitated by open and distance learning (ODL) institutions, with the Indira
Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) playing a pivotal role in expanding access to historically marginalized populations, particularly Scheduled
Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and women (IGNOU, 2021). The university’s structural flexibility, outreach mechanisms, and affirmative
measures contribute to redefining the landscape of inclusive education.

Data from the IGNOU Annual Report (2023) reveal a consistent rise in SC and ST enrollments over the past five years, with SC learners constituting
approximately 15.6% and ST learners 6.3% of total fresh admissions in 2022-23. This reflects IGNOU’s alignment with constitutional mandates and
social justice objectives, further evidenced through targeted support services and tuition fee exemptions.
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Despite quantitative gains in admission figures, dropout rates among marginalized groups present a disquieting trend. Empirical studies assert that
structural disadvantages—ranging from financial constraints and digital illiteracy to inadequate academic scaffolding—continue to impede sustained
participation and academic progression (Shaban, Khan, & Mundle, 2022; Narayan, 2021).

Gender representation across IGNOU programs demonstrates near parity, with women constituting 47.5% of new enrollees in 2021-22 (IGNOU,
2022). However, the intersectional barriers facing SC, ST, and rural women exacerbate attrition, pointing to an urgent need for more granular, context-
sensitive interventions (Kumar, 2020).

Scholarly work underscores that patriarchal cultural norms, domestic labor burdens, and early marriage disproportionately affect female learners in
ODL systems, resulting in higher discontinuation rates compared to their male counterparts (Nayar, 2019). The lack of supportive academic and
psychosocial infrastructure intensifies these vulnerabilities.

The IGNOU system’s dual-mode pedagogical framework—which combines printed self-learning materials with digital and broadcast media—has
expanded the educational terrain for learners in remote and underserved geographies (IGNOU, 2023). Yet, disparities in digital access continue to
restrict equitable participation, especially in tribal and forested zones (Sinha, 2021).

The implementation of digital platforms such as Samarth and eGyankosh has streamlined administrative processes and improved learner access to
curricular resources. Nonetheless, the digital divide remains a formidable barrier, particularly for first-generation learners from Dalit and Adivasi
backgrounds (Chaudhary & Patel, 2022).

Research confirms the critical role of Learner Support Centres (LSCs) in providing decentralized academic assistance. These centers, when adequately
staffed and resourced, help mitigate the alienation that many SC and ST learners face in formal education systems (Rai & Sharma, 2018; IGNOU,
2022).

IGNOU’s efforts to create inclusive academic environments also include the operationalization of Special Study Centres (SSCs) for Scheduled Areas
and initiatives like mobile vans and tribal-centric regional centers (IGNOU, 2023). These innovations, while commendable, require periodic review for
effectiveness and learner satisfaction.

Literature further highlights that systemic gaps persist in tracking learner outcomes across social categories. The absence of disaggregated success and
completion rate data obscures the differential experiences of marginalized groups and undermines the evaluative potential of equity frameworks (Mehta
& Sen, 2021).

Educational sociologists argue that retention among marginalized students hinges not only on material access but also on academic relevance, perceived
utility of programs, and learner agency (Gupta, 2020). This theoretical framing is particularly pertinent in the IGNOU context, where asynchronous
delivery and limited faculty interaction can exacerbate academic disaffection.

IGNOU'’s policy of fee reimbursement for SC/ST students and later fees wave off scheme is a vital affirmative action, yet it has been critiqued for its
bureaucratic complexity and inconsistencies in fund disbursement, especially at the regional level (Kumari & Shah, 2021).

The role of peer mentoring, community learning circles, and alumni engagement remains underexplored within IGNOU’s framework, despite evidence
from international ODL contexts suggesting that such networks substantially enhance learner persistence (Tait, 2015; Sharma, 2021).

Studies emphasize that gender-sensitive curriculum and women-centric support services are imperative for achieving substantive equity. While IGNOU
has developed Women’s Studies programs and Gender Champions, their visibility and institutional integration remain uneven across centers (IGNOU,
2022).

The literature consistently affirms that open universities must not only admit disadvantaged learners but actively engineer supportive ecosystems that
foster meaningful completion and post-education outcomes (Latchem, 2018; Gaba & Dash, 2020).

Success rate analyses from IGNOU’s 2020-2023 reports suggest that while overall pass percentages remain stable (circa 58-61%), success rates among
SC/ST and women learners fluctuate significantly across disciplines, reflecting complex interplay between curricular design, delivery mechanisms, and
learner circumstances.

Studies on dropout determinants in ODL systems emphasize the “invisible disadvantage” wherein learners are affected by a convergence of material
scarcity, socio-cultural expectations, and pedagogic isolation (Daniel, 2017). These realities resonate deeply in the IGNOU model.

The university’s e-learning expansion via SWAYAM and mobile-responsive content is a commendable effort toward digital inclusion. However,
without companion strategies like digital literacy training and offline access, such measures risk reinforcing rather than bridging inequalities (IGNOU,
2023; Chakraborty, 2021).

IGNOU’s gender audits and SC/ST Cell reports indicate commendable policy intent but insufficient mechanisms for monitoring, evaluation, and public
reporting of outcomes. Literature suggests the integration of gender and caste-responsive budgeting within university planning processes (Agarwal,
2022).

The scholarship also stresses that distance education for marginalized learners must be attuned to localized cultural contexts and linguistically diverse
realities. IGNOU’s multilingual offerings and region-specific content are steps in this direction but require sustained pedagogical innovation
(Chandrashekhar & Rao, 2022).

An exploration of comparative models from South Africa’s UNISA and the UK’s Open University underscores the need for robust learner analytics,
early-warning systems, and personalized academic interventions—areas where IGNOU could significantly invest (Latchem & Jung, 2020).

Policy literature points out that inclusive higher education institutions must frame success not merely in terms of degree completion but also in post-
educational empowerment—employment, critical consciousness, and civic participation (Chatterjee, 2022).

IGNOU’s collaborations with grassroots NGOs, tribal welfare departments, and Mahila Samakhya-type groups have extended educational outreach, but
evaluations of these partnerships’ efficacy remain scant in academic discourse (IGNOU, 2021).

The notion of intersectionality, as advanced by Crenshaw (1991), provides a powerful analytical lens for examining the compounded disadvantages
faced by Dalit and tribal women learners. This approach is underutilized in mainstream evaluations of IGNOU’s performance.

Feminist pedagogues argue for a transformation of ODL methodologies that center experiential knowledge, dialogical instruction, and feminist ethics of
care—frameworks not yet adequately mainstreamed in IGNOU’s current pedagogic templates (Nussbaum, 2011; Roy, 2021).
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Regional disparities in student outcomes are prominent, with learners in North-Eastern and Central Tribal Belt regions reporting lower access to
counseling, erratic study center functioning, and poor connectivity (IGNOU, 2022; Sharma & De, 2021).

Comparative policy reviews reveal that countries with national equity indices for higher education are better able to track and redress institutional
disparities. India’s lack of a robust Equity Monitoring Framework constrains universities like IGNOU from undertaking focused course correction
(World Bank, 2020).

The COVID-19 pandemic laid bare the vulnerability of open and distance learners, with women and SC/ST students reporting higher dropout
likelihoods due to compounded burdens (UNESCO, 2021). This disruption calls for a paradigm shift in contingency planning and learner support.
IGNOU’s forthcoming National Education Policy (NEP)-aligned reforms—credit banks, hybrid delivery models, and outcome-based curricula—must
be critically appraised for their inclusivity quotient. The literature warns against marketization trends that may marginalize non-mainstream learners
(Tilak, 2022).

The reviewed literature collectively emphasizes that access, while necessary, is insufficient in securing educational justice. IGNOU’s trajectory over the
past five years reflects both transformative potential and entrenched challenges. A renewed scholarly and policy commitment to equity-centric
monitoring, adaptive pedagogy, and context-embedded support mechanisms remains essential to bridge the gap between enrollment and empowerment.

6. Statistical Analysis and Interpretation:

The five-year data of IGNOU collected from various records and annual reports (2019-2024) provides valuable insight into inclusive trends in higher
education. Several key patterns emerge from the analysis:

6.1. Total Admissions Growth at IGNOU (2019-2024): An Indicator of Expanding Access and Institutional Efficacy:

Between the academic years 2019-20 and 2023-24, IGNOU witnessed a consistent and measurable increase in total admissions, rising from
approximately 295,000 to 360,000 students. This growth of nearly 22% over five years is not merely a numerical expansion but a testament to the
university’s evolving infrastructure, strategic outreach initiatives, and adaptive policy framework. It underscores the institution’s ability to scale higher
education access in alignment with the principles of equity and inclusion as articulated in the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 (Ministry of
Education, 2020).

Several key factors contribute to this upward trajectory:

e Digital Transformation: The integration of digital platforms for admission, learning, assessment, and learner support services—especially
during and after the COVID-19 pandemic—significantly reduced geographical and logistical barriers. IGNOU's ability to transition to
hybrid and online delivery models has allowed it to reach previously underserved populations, including rural learners, working adults, and
persons with disabilities (IGNOU, 2021; UGC-DEB, 2022).

e  Flexible Learning Opportunities: IGNOU's open and distance learning (ODL) framework, which allows for enrollment without rigid
academic timelines or location constraints, appeals to a broad spectrum of learners—ranging from fresh high school graduates to adult
learners seeking reskilling or upskilling opportunities (IGNOU, 2023a). This flexibility aligns with global lifelong learning objectives set
forth by UNESCO (UNESCO, 2022).

. Programmatic Diversification: Over the years, IGNOU has diversified its academic offerings, expanding to include skill-based, vocational,
and professional development programs. This programmatic breadth—ranging from foundational certificate courses to doctoral research—
caters to varied educational needs and aspirations, thus increasing the institution's attractiveness and relevance across social strata (IGNOU,
2024).

e  Affordability and Accessibility: With significantly lower tuition fees compared to conventional universities, IGNOU remains financially
accessible to students from low-income households. This economic inclusiveness, coupled with multilingual course materials and regional
centre support, is crucial in meeting the needs of India's diverse learner base (IGNOU Annual Report, 2022).

. Institutional Support and Governance: The increase in enrolments is also reflective of institutional stability and governance reforms.
Consistent funding support from the Ministry of Education, as well as regulatory recognition by the University Grants Commission (UGC)
and the Distance Education Bureau (DEB), have fortified IGNOU’s capacity to accommodate large student cohorts while maintaining
academic standards (UGC-DEB, 2021).

The steady growth in total admissions signals that IGNOU is not only meeting but expanding its mandate as a national resource for inclusive higher
education. The rise from 295,000 to 360,000 enrolments over five years reflects both demand-side and supply-side transformations, including rising
aspirations for higher education among marginalized populations and the university’s structural capacity to deliver education at scale. This positions
IGNOU as a cornerstone of democratized learning in the Indian subcontinent.
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Representation of SC and ST Students: Trends in Equity and Access at IGNOU (2019-2024): The enrolment of students from Scheduled Castes
(SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) at IGNOU between 2019-20 and 2023-24 presents an encouraging narrative of progressively inclusive education.
During this period, SC admissions rose from approximately 42,000 to 54,000, while ST admissions increased from 18,000 to 26,000. This reflects a
28.6% growth for SC students and a 44.4% growth for ST students over five academic years. These improvements, though incremental in percentage
terms, reflect substantial strides in terms of real numbers and signify deeper structural changes in access to higher education for historically
excluded social groups.

. Proportional Gains in Representation: The share of SC students in the total admissions pool rose from 14.24% to 15.00%, while the ST
share moved upward from 6.10% to 7.22%. Though modest, these gains are statistically and symbolically significant. They indicate a
persistent narrowing of access disparities and are consistent with the university's policy commitments toward social justice, affirmative
outreach, and non-discriminatory admissions (IGNOU, 2023b).

e  Policy-Driven Inclusion: These enrolment gains coincide with national and institutional efforts to improve SC/ST participation in higher
education through targeted scholarships (such as the Post-Matric Scholarship Scheme), community awareness programs, and academic
support services such as remedial teaching, bridge courses, and dedicated support cells (Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment,
2023). IGNOU’s establishment of SC/ST Cells and proactive campaigns through regional centres have helped sensitize communities and
build trust in distance education as a viable path to upward mobility (IGNOU Annual Report, 2021).

. Geographical Reach and Linguistic Accessibility: A significant portion of SC/ST populations reside in rural, remote, or tribal-dominated
regions with limited access to conventional universities. IGNOU’s decentralised model—operating through over 60 regional centres and
more than 2000 study centres—has allowed it to penetrate deeper into these regions. The provision of study materials in regional languages,
tele-counselling, and low-cost admission fees further enhances accessibility (IGNOU, 2022; UGC-DEB, 2023).

e  Alignment with Constitutional and Developmental Mandates: The enrolment increase also reflects IGNOU’s alignment with the
constitutional vision of social and educational upliftment of SC/ST groups, as articulated in Articles 15(4), 46, and various Scheduled Castes
and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Acts and education-related initiatives. The rise in numbers signifies a movement toward
realizing the Right to Education as a right to equity, not merely access (Government of India, 2020).

e  Persistant Barriers: Despite these positive trends, SC and ST students continue to face barriers in terms of digital access, financial burdens,
dropout rates, and academic performance gaps, especially in more advanced programs like postgraduate degrees or professional
certifications. The relatively lower absolute and proportional representation, compared to national demographic shares (SC ~16.6%, ST
~8.6% per Census 2011), indicates that equity in admission remains a work in progress (NITI Aayog, 2024).

e  Sociological and Symbolic Impacts: For SC and ST students, admission to institutions like IGNOU is more than a pathway to a degree—it is
an assertion of dignity, agency, and epistemic representation in academic spaces traditionally marked by caste-based exclusion (Omvedt,
2004; Thorat & Newman, 2010). Their growing presence in IGNOU reflects the success of the open education model in subverting
entrenched social hierarchies and democratizing knowledge production.

While the increase in SC and ST admissions at IGNOU may appear incremental in proportional terms, the absolute gains and sustained trends point
toward a systemic broadening of educational equity. These figures highlight the potential of open and distance learning systems to serve as powerful
instruments of caste-sensitive educational justice, making IGNOU a pioneering model in the democratization of higher education in India.

6.2. Women’s Participation in IGNOU (2019-2024): A Progressive Trajectory Toward Gender Parity in Higher Education:

Over the five-year period from 2019-20 to 2023-24, the enrolment of women in IGNOU programs showed a stable and encouraging trend, rising
from approximately 140,000 to 170,000, representing a 21.4% increase. Women consistently comprised around 47-48% of total enrolments,
signaling not only a quantitative gain but a significant move toward gender parity in India’s higher education landscape—particularly within the
realm of open and distance learning (ODL). This trend reflects IGNOU's pivotal role in implementing gender-sensitive educational policies and
removing structural barriers that hinder women’s access to academic opportunities.

e  Gender Parity in Enrolment: A Transformative Trend: The near parity in male-female enrolment ratios at IGNOU marks a transformative
shift in traditional gender dynamics that have long marginalized women from educational pursuits—particularly in rural, conservative, or
economically disadvantaged contexts. Unlike many mainstream institutions where women’s representation often varies widely across
disciplines, IGNOU has maintained a uniform and inclusive gender profile across certificate, diploma, undergraduate, and postgraduate
programs (IGNOU, 2023a).

. Empowering Through Flexibility and Access: IGNOU’s flexible learning structure—allowing for self-paced study, decentralized
examination centres, home-based assignments, and modular academic calendars—has been especially empowering for women, many of
whom face constraints related to domestic responsibilities, societal norms, early marriage, or mobility restrictions (UNESCO, 2023). This is
particularly salient in the context of working mothers, homemakers, and women in rural or conflict-prone areas who are unable to attend
traditional full-time institutions.

. Institutional Support and Policy Interventions: Institutional mechanisms such as /GNOU'’s gender-sensitized study materials, and
mentorship schemes have further contributed to retention and academic success. Additionally, IGNOU’s collaborations with government
schemes like Beti Bachao Beti Padhao, and Skil!/ India’s women-centric programs, have helped mobilize grassroots participation by aligning
academic offerings with employability and social empowerment (Ministry of Women and Child Development, 2022).
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Diverse Academic Preferences and Career Aspirations: While women are increasingly represented across most disciplines, IGNOU has
noted high enrolment by women in sectors like education, distance education, healthcare, social work, library science, and rural
development—fields often linked to care-giving roles or community leadership (IGNOU, 2022). However, a steady rise in enroliments in
management, technology, and legal studies also demonstrates a shifting paradigm, where women are proactively claiming professional
spaces and defying traditional occupational gender roles.

Digital Inclusion and Challenges: The expansion of digital platforms and online learning tools has amplified access for women, especially
post-COVID-19. However, gendered digital divides—such as limited access to smartphones, internet connectivity, or digital literacy—
remain barriers for many. IGNOU has attempted to bridge these gaps through ICT-enabled community centres, regional outreach, and
digital learning material dissemination, however the real delivery of support in action needs lots of up-gradations and missing links to be
resolved at actual delivery end to fulfil the demand (IGNOU Annual Report, 2021; Mehta & Chatterjee, 2024).

Symbolic and Societal Impact: Beyond the numerical indicators, the increasing representation of women at IGNOU carries symbolic power.
It challenges entrenched patriarchal narratives and promotes epistemic justice by ensuring that women’s voices, experiences, and intellectual
contributions are part of national academic discourse. It also plays a role in intergenerational upliftment, as educated women are statistically
more likely to send their children—especially daughters—to school (World Bank, 2023).

IGNOU’s record on women’s enrolment stands as a strong indicator of its gender-responsive educational mission. The growth from 140,000 to 170,000
women learners over five years reflects a robust effort to institutionalize equality, leveraging ODL to empower women across India’s diverse socio-
economic landscape. These outcomes align with both UN Sustainable Development Goal 5 (Gender Equality) and the National Education Policy 2020,
which prioritize women's access to quality education as a foundation for inclusive development.

6.3. Dropout Trends in IGNOU (2019-2024): Declining Attrition and Strengthening Retention in Open and Distance Learning:

The analysis of dropout data at Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) over a five-year period reveals a notable decline in student attrition
rates—from 15.2% in 2019-20 to 12.7% in 2023-24. This 2.5% absolute reduction reflects a meaningful and statistically relevant improvement in
student retention, suggesting that the institution has made measurable progress in enhancing learner engagement, academic support, and accessibility.

Trend Analysis: Decline in Dropout Rates: The annual dropout rate—a critical indicator in the effectiveness of any
open and distance learning (ODL) system—showed a consistent downward trajectory throughout the assessment period.
This positive trend reflects the success of institutional reforms, learner support innovations, and
pedagogical adjustments implemented in recent years (IGNOU, 2024).

ODL Context: Structural Barriers to Retention: Dropout rates in ODL systems tend to be higher than in
conventional institutions due to a range of factors: academic isolation, limited peer interaction, employment or
household responsibilities, financial instability, and motivation deficits (simpson, 2013; UNESCO,
2022). In this context, IGNOU's ability to reduce dropout rates is particularly commendable, given the scale and heterogeneity of its learner
base.

Support Systems and Institutional Interventions: The decline in dropout rates may be attributed to targeted
institutional strategies, including:

Enhanced learner support services through regional centres and online academic counselling.

Dlgltally enabled Iearning platforms (e.9., SWAYAM, eGyanKaosh) offering 24x7 access to study materials.
Streamlined re-registration systems, allowing learners to return without academic penalty after interruptions.
Mentorship programs and tele-counselling initiatives.

Such measures have demonstrably improved the academic persistence of students, particularly those from non-traditional backgrounds (IGNOU,
2023b; AlU, 2022).

Curricular Reforms and Flexibility: IGNOU has updated many of its curricula and evaluation methods to ensure modularity, relevance, and
learner-centricity. The Choice Based Credit System (CBCS) and multi-entry/multi-exit options introduced as per National Education Policy
(NEP) 2020 recommendations have added significant flexibility, helping students tailor their academic progression and thereby mitigating
premature withdrawal (MoE, 2021).

Socio-Economic Buffering through Fee Waivers and Scholarships: Financial concerns remain a major cause of attrition in Indian higher
education. IGNOU’s fee concessions for SC/ST learners, scholarships for economically weaker sections, and free access to digital learning
materials have alleviated such pressures, helping reduce dropout rates especially among vulnerable student groups (Ministry of Social
Justice and Empowerment, 2023).

Gender-Sensitive Retention: Importantly, the dropout rates among female students have seen sharper declines, according to disaggregated
internal data. This aligns with IGNOU's broader gender-sensitive initiatives, which include wide spread accessibility of study circles, learner
support resources, and flexible assessment schedules. The reduction in female dropout enhances gender equity and strengthens the
university’s inclusive mandate.

Use of Technology and Al-Based Early Warning Systems: Recent years have witnessed the deployment of data analytics to track learner
behaviour—such as login frequency, assignment submission, and discussion forum participation—to develop early intervention models for
at-risk students. These proactive systems help pre-empt dropouts through timely academic and psychological support (Chatterjee & Ghosh,
2023).

Comparative Analysis: IGNOU vs Other ODL Providers: Compared to other large-scale open universities in Asia—such as China’s Open
University or the Open University of Sri Lanka—IGNOU’s dropout improvement rate (~16.4% reduction over five years) is among the
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highest, suggesting not only quantitative improvement but qualitative institutional resilience (Asian Association of Open Universities,
2024).

Remaining Challenges and Attrition Factors: Despite progress, challenges remain. Time poverty, language barriers, digital fatigue, and
psychological burnout—especially in the aftermath of the COVID-19 pandemic—continue to affect student retention, particularly among
working adults and first-generation learners. A 2022 IGNOU internal review identified motivation and time management as key
determinants for sustained engagement.

Toward a Retention-Driven Model of ODL: The consistent reduction in dropout rates at IGNOU over the five-year period under review
signifies a systemic strengthening of the learner support ecosystem. It reinforces the value of pedagogical adaptability, digital innovation,
and socio-academic inclusivity as pillars of sustainable higher education delivery. If these retention-enhancing strategies are deepened and
scaled, IGNOU can serve as a model for globally relevant and equity-driven open education systems.

6.4. Rising Success Rates in IGNOU (2019-2024): Indicators of Academic Strengthening in Open and Distance Learning:

The success or graduation rate at Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) rose from 58.6% in 2019-20 to 62.0% in 202324, reflecting a
consistent improvement of 3.4 percentage points over five years. This upward trend is statistically significant within the context of large-scale open and
distance learning (ODL) and underscores an institutional shift towards enhanced academic efficiency, learner support, and systemic delivery (IGNOU,

2024).

Trend Overview: From Output Metrics to Outcome Quality: While enrolment is often a measure of access, the success rate serves as a
proxy for academic effectiveness and systemic robustness. The increase in success rate at IGNOU suggests that not only are more students
enrolling, but a greater proportion are successfully completing their academic programs, signifying stronger outcome-based performance
(Gaba, 2021).

Learner Support as a Determinant of Completion: Key to this improvement has been the institutional strengthening of learner support
mechanisms. These include real-time academic counselling, regular tele-tutoring, weekend interactive sessions, extended library access, and
online submission of assignments and project work—all of which reduce the transactional distance inherent in ODL and contribute to
academic completion (Simpson, 2013; IGNOU, 2023a).

Digital Pedagogy and Assessment Reform: IGNOU's transition toward blended and digitally enriched learning environments has been
critical. The integration of MOOCs via SWAYAM, downloadable course content, live virtual classrooms, and computer-based testing has
offered scalable and flexible academic experiences, leading to increased student success (UGC, 2022). Modular exams and flexible re-
examination windows also reduce attrition from final assessments.

Curriculum Relevance and Learner-Centric Models: IGNOU’s adoption of NEP-aligned curricular restructuring, introducing job-linked,
modular, and interdisciplinary content, has improved student engagement and academic success. Programs increasingly feature outcome-
based learning, soft skills training, and industry-relevant components, improving student performance (MoE, 2021).

Equity-Driven Academic Performance: Data disaggregation indicates that success rates among SC, ST, and women students have also
improved, narrowing the academic achievement gap. This points to the efficacy of affirmative academic interventions such as bridge
courses, financial aid, mentorship cells, and culturally contextualized pedagogy (IGNOU Annual Report, 2023; Ministry of Social Justice &
Empowerment, 2022).

Role of Continuous Evaluation and Feedback: IGNOU’s shift towards continuous internal assessment (30-40% weightage), as opposed to
single-terminal exams, ensures that students who are consistent in assignments and active in discussion forums have better chances of
success. Such a system accommodates working learners and non-traditional students, boosting graduation outcomes (Gaba & Dash, 2020).
Comparative Analysis Across Institutions: In contrast with other ODL institutions in India, such as YCMOU and NSOU, IGNOU’s success
rate of over 60% is notably higher, affirming its national leadership in learner success. Compared internationally, IGNOU's metrics now
align closely with well-performing ODL systems in countries like South Africa and the UK (Asian Association of Open Universities, 2024).
Psychosocial and Peer-Support Interventions: Emerging support models such as peer learning circles, mental health counselling, and
alumni mentoring have improved student morale, academic confidence, and resilience. These psychosocial strategies have played a pivotal
role in pushing success metrics upward, especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic (IGNOU Wellness Report, 2022).
Technology-Supported Analytics and Early Warning Systems: The use of Al-driven learning analytics and dashboards has allowed faculty
and administrators to track learner performance in real time and issue early alerts. This predictive model enables timely interventions—
email nudges, extra tutoring, or deadline extensions—to prevent academic failure (Chatterjee & Ghosh, 2023).

Toward Holistic Success in Inclusive Learning: The rise in IGNOU's success rate from 58.6% to 62.0% is a quantitative reflection of
qualitative educational reform. It signals a mature and evolving ODL ecosystem that no longer prioritizes only enrolment volume but
emphasizes completion, equity, and learner achievement. With the continued integration of Al, pedagogical innovation, and social
inclusiveness, IGNOU is moving toward a model of globally benchmarked open education success.

6.5. Equity vs. Efficiency Balance in IGNOU: A Model for Sustainable and Inclusive Higher Education:

The concurrent trends of rising total admissions, increasing success rates, and declining dropout percentages at IGNOU between 2019-20 and 2023-24
reflect a compelling synthesis of equity and efficiency in higher education delivery. This convergence is a rare and significant accomplishment in the
realm of open and distance learning (ODL), where trade-offs between access and quality are often presumed inevitable (Tilak, 2021).

Equity: Expanding Educational Access for Marginalized Communities: Equity, in the context of higher education, denotes the fair
distribution of educational opportunities, especially for underrepresented groups such as Scheduled Castes (SC), Scheduled Tribes (ST), and
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women. IGNOU has demonstrated a sustained rise in SC and ST enrolments and achieved near gender parity—women constituting nearly
48% of total enrolments over the five-year period (IGNOU, 2024). These statistics affirm the university’s foundational mandate of
democratizing education (Ambedkar University, 2022).

Efficiency: Quality, Completion, and Academic Performance: Efficiency, on the other hand, is marked by academic throughput, lower
dropout rates, and improved learning outcomes. IGNOU’s success rate rising from 58.6% to 62.0% and the dropout rate declining from
15.2% to 12.7% during the same period indicates that its expansive access strategies have not diluted academic standards. Instead, they have
evolved in parallel through robust learner support systems and digital transformation (Gaba & Dash, 2020).

SDG 4 Alignment: Inclusive and Equitable Quality Education: These developments squarely align with Sustainable Development Goal 4
(SDG 4), which calls for “inclusive and equitable quality education” and “lifelong learning opportunities for all” by 2030. IGNOU’s
performance exemplifies this dual mandate: inclusivity through enhanced access and quality through improved academic outcomes. This
balance is not merely statistical but structural—integrated into its policy, pedagogy, and institutional reforms (UNESCO, 2023).

Breaking the False Binary: Access vs. Quality: Traditionally, expanding access (equity) is seen as coming at the cost of quality (efficiency),
particularly in mass education systems. IGNOU’s case defies this binary. Its use of adaptive learning technologies, localized content
delivery, and multilingual instruction has ensured that the broader base of learners does not compromise the rigour and relevance of
education delivered (Mukherjee & Singh, 2023).

Targeted Support Programs: Efficiency within Equity: The strategic implementation of targeted academic interventions, such as bridge
courses for SC/ST learners, peer mentoring for women returnees, and flexible scheduling for working professionals, has contributed to
higher retention and success. This implies that equity is not an administrative metric alone, but a pedagogically embedded strategy,
resulting in more efficient educational outcomes (IGNOU Academic Audit, 2023).

Comparative Institutional Performance: A Benchmark for ODL: When compared with other open universities in India and globally, IGNOU
exhibits superior equilibrium between inclusive enrolments and successful completions. For instance, while several Indian state open
universities report dropout rates exceeding 20%, IGNOU has managed to bring its rate down to below 13% while expanding total
admissions by nearly 22% (AISHE, 2024).

Longitudinal Stability: A Sustainable Model: The consistency of improvement over five years indicates that the changes are not isolated
effects of policy or pandemic-related fluctuations, but part of a systemic strengthening. IGNOU’s equilibrium between equity and efficiency
appears structurally embedded and thus sustainable, in keeping with the core tenets of SDG 4 (World Bank, 2023).

Empowerment through Lifelong Learning: The model extends beyond formal degree programs, with a rise in short-term certifications,
diplomas, and skill-based courses, especially taken by women and learners from rural and tribal belts. This reflects a shift towards lifelong
learning and human development, a central pillar of SDG 4.3 and 4.5 (UNESCO Institute for Lifelong Learning, 2022).

Digital Inclusion as a Converging Factor: IGNOU’s investment in digital platforms, MOOCs, and self-paced modules has improved both
reach and completion. The intersection of technological equity and academic efficiency further strengthens the SDG 4 framework, which
emphasizes inclusive digital education as a post-COVID priority (Ministry of Education, 2023).

IGNOU as a Laboratory for Equitable Efficiency: IGNOU’s evolving metrics across the last five years present a rare empirical case of
concurrent growth in equity and efficiency, validating the belief that inclusive education need not compromise quality. It demonstrates that
targeted pedagogy, structural reform, and technological augmentation can operationalize SDG 4 at scale, making IGNOU a model worthy
of national replication and international study.

6.6. Stability in Proportions of SC and ST Students: A Call for Deepened Affirmative Action:

While the absolute number of Scheduled Caste (SC) and Scheduled Tribe (ST) students enrolled at IGNOU has shown commendable growth between
2019-20 and 2023-24—rising from 42,000 to 54,000 (SC) and 18,000 to 26,000 (ST) respectively—these increases have translated into only marginal
percentage point improvements. Specifically, the SC share of total admissions rose from 14.24% to 15.00%, and the ST share from 6.10% to 7.22%
(IGNOU, 2024). This relative stability in proportional representation, despite a notable expansion in total enrolments, signals the need for targeted and
intensified inclusion policies.

Numerical Growth Without Proportional Transformation: The marginal percentage increase, though statistically positive, implies that the
broader expansion of admissions at IGNOU has not substantially altered the relative access levels for historically marginalized
communities. This underscores a phenomenon wherein quantitative growth in mass education may not automatically translate into
structural equity (Tilak, 2022; Dubey, 2021).

Structural Barriers Persist Despite Institutional Expansion: The limited gains in proportional participation reflect deeper structural
constraints—geographical, socio-cultural, economic, and digital—that disproportionately affect SC/ST communities. These include limited
access to internet and ICT tools in remote areas, inadequate awareness about ODL opportunities, and persistent educational exclusion in
feeder school systems (NUEPA, 2023).

Mandate vs. Reality: Re-examining IGNOU'’s Inclusivity Framework: IGNOU’s constitutional and policy mandate to democratize higher
education for the underserved must be evaluated not only through absolute inclusion but through equity in proportions. The stagnation in
SCIST ratios calls for affirmative outreach initiatives, such as dedicated scholarship cells, regional access centres in SC/ST-dense areas, and
multilingual preparatory programs (IGNOU Equity Audit, 2024).

Affirmative Action Needs Calibration in ODL Contexts: Unlike conventional universities, open universities cannot rely solely on reservation
quotas. Hence, affirmative action must take alternative forms—including fee waivers, content localization, remedial education, tele-
counselling, community outreach, and social mentorship models—to close proportional representation gaps (Mukherjee & Singh, 2023).
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Comparative Context: National Equity Benchmarks: Compared to national higher education averages where SCs constitute around 14.9%
and STs 5.6% of total enrolments (AISHE, 2023), IGNOU slightly exceeds these, suggesting some progress. However, for an institution
designed explicitly for mass democratization, merely meeting or marginally exceeding national averages may not be sufficient; rather,
IGNOU must set new benchmarks in social inclusion.

Translating Quantitative Expansion into Social Justice: The gap between numerical expansion and social justice goals can be bridged only
through structural inclusion, i.e., enabling systemic supports that convert mere admissions into sustained, successful participation. This
involves deepening curricular inclusivity, expanding linguistic accessibility, and integrating culturally relevant pedagogy (Sen, 2020; Batra,
2021).

Longitudinal Monitoring for Equity Impact: To better understand proportional stagnation, IGNOU must invest in longitudinal cohort
analysis—tracking SC/ST student trajectories from admission to completion—to identify attrition points and policy bottlenecks. Evidence-
based refinements are critical to enhancing proportional equity.

Towards Proactive Equity Indexing: Moving forward, IGNOU could adopt an Equity Performance Index (EPI)—a composite measure of
access, retention, and success disaggregated by caste, tribe, gender, and disability status. This tool would allow transparent monitoring of
proportional equity outcomes and inform policy responsiveness (World Bank, 2023).

Equity as Process, Not Just Outcome: Equity must be understood not just as a numerical outcome but as an embedded institutional process.
Proportional representation, therefore, is not a static metric but a moving target of continuous improvement, particularly in a country with
entrenched caste-based hierarchies and educational disparities (Ambedkar, 1936; Deshpande, 2011).

From Proportional Stasis to Transformational Inclusion: While IGNOU’s admission growth is praiseworthy, the stability in proportional
SC/ST representation necessitates a paradigm shift from passive inclusion to proactive empowerment. This includes designing bespoke
interventions tailored to the lived realities of these communities, thereby advancing the true spirit of inclusive, equitable, and socially just
education, as envisioned in both the NEP 2020 and SDG 4.5.

6.7. Gender Parity as a Strength: Sustaining Inclusivity in Women's Enrolment at IGNOU:

The consistent representation of women—hovering around 48% of total enrolments between 2019-20 and 2023-24—signifies a remarkable stride
toward gender parity in higher education within the open and distance learning (ODL) ecosystem of India. This proportional stability reflects not only
inclusiveness in access but also institutional responsiveness to gender-based educational needs, positioning IGNOU as a progressive actor in the
national educational landscape.

Quantitative Consistency as Qualitative Validation: From an empirical standpoint, the increase in women's absolute enrolments from
approximately 140,000 to 170,000 underscores both quantitative growth and proportional stability. The near-equal gender distribution
reaffirms IGNOU's commitment to equal opportunity frameworks, made viable through the accessibility and flexibility inherent in its
academic delivery model (IGNOU Annual Report, 2024).

Gender-Sensitive Pedagogy and Policy Interventions: This trend likely stems from a confluence of gender-sensitive initiatives, such as
flexible entry-exit points, home-based learning, asynchronous coursework, and affordable fee structures—features that resonate with the
needs of women, especially those constrained by domestic, social, or economic responsibilities (Saxena & Patel, 2022). IGNOU's focused
helplines, and gender-inclusive curriculum further reinforce this inclusivity (IGNOU, 2023).

Empowerment Through Open Learning: Women as First-Generation Learners: Many female enrollees at IGNOU are first-generation
learners from semi-urban or rural backgrounds (NUEPA, 2023). The sustained gender balance reflects how distance education acts as a
liberating force, enabling education without the logistical and cultural limitations of traditional residential campuses (Sharma, 2021).
Enablers of Access: Role of Regional Centres and ICT Tools: IGNOU's extensive network of regional centres and digital platforms has
further enabled gender parity. Women in patriarchal or mobility-restricted settings often rely on nearby centres or virtual classrooms, which
reduce travel time, societal scrutiny, and safety risks (Kumar & Rao, 2022). The post-pandemic digital pivot likely sustained enrolment
levels by enabling tech-mediated inclusivity.

Women in Non-Traditional Disciplines: A Shift in Educational Aspirations: Data reveals that women's participation is not limited to
stereotypically ‘feminine' disciplines such as education and humanities; an increasing number are opting for law, public administration,
social work, business, and even STEM-related diploma programs. This signals a broader transformation in aspirations, facilitated by
IGNOU’s diverse program portfolio.

IGNOU as a Policy Model for Gender Mainstreaming: The sustained gender parity in IGNOU enrolments offers valuable policy insights. It
demonstrates how low-cost, decentralised, learner-centric models can mainstream gender equity without exclusive quotas. IGNOU's case
can inform national and international educational frameworks under UNESCO'’s Gender Equality Action Plan (2022-2029) and SDG 5 on
gender equality (UNESCO, 2023).

Limitations and Scope for Deeper Disaggregation: However, while the aggregate numbers reflect parity, granular disaggregation is
essential—particularly across caste, tribe, disability, and region—to assess intersectional inequalities. For instance, Dalit or Adivasi women
may still face dual marginalisation. Future data dashboards must enable such layered analysis for targeted support (Deshpande, 2018; Rege,
2006).

Women's Success and Completion Rates: Beyond Access: Enrolment is only the first step; retention and successful completion determine
real empowerment. Preliminary trends suggest that women’s dropout rates are slightly lower than men’s, and their success rates are
marginally higher—indicating greater resilience and commitment once enrolled. Further research is needed to confirm these patterns across
programs and regions.
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Gender Parity in Faculty and Governance: Sustaining gender equity in student enrolment also necessitates representation among faculty,
administration, and curriculum committees. IGNOU has shown moderate progress in this area, with about 38% of its faculty and staff being
women. Strengthening gender leadership pipelines can further institutionalise inclusive decision-making.

Gender Parity as a Cornerstone of Inclusive Education: The consistent enrolment of women near the 48% mark at IGNOU signals that
gender parity is not a peripheral concern but a core institutional value. This parity reflects the success of inclusive policies, structural
innovation, and pedagogical responsiveness. For national and global stakeholders aiming to expand educational access for women,
IGNOU’s model stands as a scalable, evidence-based blueprint for democratising learning beyond traditional frameworks.

6.8. Statistical Consistency: Linearity and Coherence as Indicators of Institutional Credibility:

The linear progression and temporal coherence evident across IGNOU’s key performance indicators—ranging from enrolment figures and social group
representation to dropout and success rates—demonstrate a commendable degree of statistical consistency. This consistency is not merely a numerical
attribute but a foundational trait of institutional reliability, offering strong validation for using IGNOU’s datasets in longitudinal academic and policy-
oriented research.

Evidence of Linear Growth Across Indicators: The steady increase in total admissions from 295,000 in 2019-20 to 360,000 in 2023-24,
coupled with incremental rises in SC, ST, and women’s enrolment, suggests that data collection and aggregation processes have adhered to
stable methodologies. Such linearity across multiple cohorts and years enhances the data’s analytical fidelity.

Dropout and Success Rates Show Predictable Trajectories: Similarly, the declining dropout rates from 15.2% to 12.7%, and the
improvement in success rates from 58.6% to 62.0%, exhibit internally consistent trends. These do not display abrupt fluctuations, which
often signal data volatility or methodological errors. Instead, they reflect a stable academic environment influenced by incremental reforms
in learner support, curriculum delivery, and technological augmentation.

Temporal Alignment with National Trends: IGNOU’s metrics also reflect converging trajectories with national higher education indicators,
such as those reported in AISHE and UDISE databases (Ministry of Education, 2024). This alignment reinforces the external validity of
IGNOU’s statistics, making them relevant for macro-level policy synthesis and cross-institutional comparison.

Reliability for Policy Modelling and Forecasting: Such statistical coherence lends IGNOU data sets a high degree of predictive reliability,
allowing researchers and policymakers to model future scenarios, forecast enrolment demands, and simulate equity interventions.
Consistency across time strengthens causal inference in impact assessments and effectiveness evaluations (Patra & Sinha, 2022).
Methodological Maturity in Data Systems: The observed regularity in year-over-year data suggests the presence of mature data governance
systems within IGNOU’s institutional architecture. The use of digital registration platforms, integrated learner management systems, and
coordinated regional data capture likely contributes to this consistency. Such digital infrastructure reduces reporting lags, manual errors, and
data fragmentation.

Institutional Credibility in Open and Distance Education (ODE): In the context of Open and Distance Education—often critiqued for weak
monitoring mechanisms—the statistical steadiness in IGNOU's reporting serves to bolster its credibility. It enhances the institution’s status
as a national benchmark for data-driven decision-making in higher education reform (Ravi, 2021).

Enabling Longitudinal and Thematic Research: From a research perspective, statistical consistency allows for longitudinal studies on social
inclusion, educational access, and gender parity, particularly when evaluating the effectiveness of policies like the National Education
Policy (NEP 2020) in diverse settings. Scholars and evaluators benefit from such dependable baselines (Mukherjee & Das, 2023).

Caveats and Areas for Enhancement: However, while consistency exists at the macro level, greater granularity and disaggregation (e.g.,
intersection of gender with caste, regional variation, program-specific data) are necessary to detect micro-level anomalies or masked
exclusions. The development of publicly accessible datasets with anonymized raw data would further enhance transparency and academic
scrutiny.

Role in SDG Monitoring and International Comparisons: Given its consistent indicators, IGNOU's performance metrics can be mapped
onto the Sustainable Development Goals (especially SDG 4 and 5), facilitating global reporting and enabling India’s contribution to
international education dashboards like those of UNESCO and the World Bank (UNESCO GEM Report, 2024).

A Reliable Resource for Evidence-Based Reform: The statistical consistency across IGNOU's five-year data cycle reflects not just
operational stability but also institutional maturity, transparency, and governance integrity. This renders IGNOU’s annual datasets a
reliable, high-quality resource for both academic research and evidence-based policymaking, particularly in domains related to inclusive

and equitable education.
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Graph (3) Over all Success Rate in IGNOU from 2019 to 2024
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Comparative Admissions and Success Rate (2019-20 to 2023-24)
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Graph (8) Comparison of Success Rate at IGNOU from 2019 to 2024
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Graph (9) Category wise Trends of Drop out rate in IGNOU (2019-2024)

Overall Outlook: Synthesizing Trends in Access, Equity, and Learning Outcomes at IGNOU (2019-2024):

The data and graphical analysis spanning the years 2019-2024 from IGNOU provide a compelling narrative of an evolving and progressively inclusive
higher education model. Drawing from nine interconnected graphs, the outlook underscores significant achievements in expanding enrolments,
enhancing learner success, and deepening representational equity, particularly for Scheduled Castes (SCs), Scheduled Tribes (STs), and women

learners.

Graph (1): Total Admissions at IGNOU (2019-2024): The data presented in Graph 1 shows a steady increase in total admissions—from
295,000 in 2019-20 to 360,000 in 2023-24. This 22% growth in student intake over five years highlights IGNOU’s expanding outreach and
sustained relevance as India’s flagship open university. The trend reflects successful implementation of policy frameworks that aim to widen
access to higher education for diverse populations, especially those located in remote or socio-economically disadvantaged regions. This
upward momentum aligns with IGNOU’s mandate under the National Education Policy (NEP 2020) to promote flexible, lifelong, and
inclusive learning (Ministry of Education, 2020).

Graph (2): Total Dropout Rate in IGNOU (2019-2024): Graph 2 reveals a decline in dropout rates from 15.2% in 2019-20 to 12.7% in
2023-24, indicating a 2.5% improvement in retention. In the context of open and distance learning (ODL), where dropout rates globally tend
to be higher than in conventional systems due to economic, geographic, or personal constraints (Tait, 2018), this positive trajectory at
IGNOU is noteworthy. It reflects the impact of expanded learner support services, improved digital access, and localized study centers
designed to reduce attrition and enhance continuity in higher education.

Graph (3): Overall Success Rate at IGNOU (2019-2024): Graph 3 tracks the rising success rates, from 58.6% in 2019-20 to 62.0% in
2023-24. This gain underscores improvement not only in academic delivery mechanisms but also in learner engagement, curriculum quality,
and examination frameworks. The simultaneous rise in success and enrolment metrics defies the typical inverse relationship seen in mass
higher education systems (Altbach et al., 2009), thus highlighting IGNOU’s dual efficiency in scaling and quality assurance.
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Graph (4): Proportional Representation of SC, ST, and Women in Admissions: This graph shows modest but consistent gains in proportional
representation. SC admissions rose from 14.24% to 15.00%, ST from 6.10% to 7.22%, while women’s participation held steady between
47% and 48%. Although these proportions reflect a degree of inclusion, they also reveal structural inertia—especially regarding ST
representation—which calls for targeted affirmative action through fee waivers, scholarships, and culturally contextualized curriculum.
Graph (5): Absolute Admissions of SC, ST, and Women: Graph 5 presents raw admission numbers: SC students increased from 42,000 to
54,000, ST students from 18,000 to 26,000, and women from 140,000 to 170,000. These figures signify quantitative advancements in social
inclusion and highlight IGNOU’s role as a vehicle of democratization in higher education. The gains are particularly impactful in regions
where caste and gender have historically restricted access to formal learning (Deshpande, 2011).

Graph (6): Admissions vs. Success Rates: Graph 6 juxtaposes the rise in enrolments with improvement in success rates. Unlike typical
trends where increased student volumes dilute academic performance, this graph affirms that IGNOU has maintained a positive synergy
between access and achievement. This reinforces the idea that institutional expansion, when supported by robust academic ecosystems, need
not come at the cost of quality (UNESCO, 2022).

Graph (7): Combined View of Admission, Dropout, and Success Rates: The composite view in Graph 7 strengthens this argument further.
The simultaneous rise in admissions and success rates, coupled with a drop in dropout rates, presents an equilibrium model of equity and
efficiency. IGNOU’s performance suggests a successful balancing act between its social justice mandate and academic robustness—a model
worth replicating in other mass education systems across the Global South.

Graph (8): Comparative Success Rates Across Categories: This graph highlights category-wise disparities in success rates, though not
stark, between general category students and those from SC/ST backgrounds. While all groups show improvements, the marginally lower
success rates among SC and ST learners suggest a need for customized academic support—such as remedial coaching, mentoring, and
digital content in vernacular languages—to bridge historical learning gaps.

Graph (9): Category-Wise Dropout Trends: Finally, Graph 9 on dropout rates by category reveals that ST students experience slightly
higher dropout rates than other groups, followed by SCs. This data necessitates policy introspection. Addressing such disparities would
require a combination of financial support, community engagement, and culturally responsive pedagogy that considers the unique
challenges faced by learners from marginalized backgrounds (Kumar, 2018).

Toward an Inclusive and Sustainable Higher Education Future: The composite analysis from all nine graphs gives a comprehensive and
optimistic picture. IGNOU has not only expanded its reach, but has done so while improving academic outcomes and retaining its most
vulnerable learners. Yet, the modest pace of proportional gains for SC/ST groups and persistent category-wise outcome disparities underline
the need for regionally and socially targeted interventions.

Future efforts should incorporate disaggregated analyses by region, subject stream, disability status, and socio-economic background to refine policy
and programming. IGNOU's trajectory affirms that mass education need not sacrifice quality, and that inclusive distance education, if data-informed
and policy-sensitive, can be a powerful tool for social transformation.

Interpretation and Inference: Understanding Equity, Performance, and Persistence in IGNOU’s Open Learning System
(2019-2024):

The multidimensional data reflected through graphs and tables offers deep insights into the operational, demographic, and academic performance of
IGNOU over the five-year period from 2019 to 2024. A systematic interpretation of these findings reveals the underlying dynamics of inclusion,
success, and dropout patterns among various learner groups—General, SC, ST, and women—thus allowing us to derive informed inferences that are
policy-relevant and academically robust.

Expanding Access with Equity Intent: The consistently rising admissions (Graph 1), from 295,000 in 2019-20 to 360,000 in 2023-24,
demonstrate IGNOU’s structural capacity and strategic outreach mechanisms. This increase is not arbitrary but aligned with a deliberate
push to enhance access for marginalized groups, as substantiated by Graphs 4 and 5, where the admission of SC learners increased by
28.6%, ST learners by 44.4%, and women learners by 21.4% over five years. The relatively steady proportional representation of women
(~48%) and marginal increases for SC/ST learners imply that inclusive enrolment policies are functioning, but need intensification through
localized and community-specific strategies to enhance proportional equity further.

Performance and Success Rates: A Gradual Academic Strengthening: The success rate progression—from 58.6% in 2019-20 to 62.0% in
2023-24 (Graph 3 and 6)—is a key indicator of learning effectiveness and academic stabilization in IGNOU’s system. Notably, the success
rate improved even as total enrolments increased, challenging the common assumption that scaling leads to declining quality. Graph 8,
however, points to category-wise differences in success: General category learners consistently perform slightly better than SC, ST, and
women students, revealing latent academic disparities. These gaps suggest the importance of differentiated learning interventions, such as
regional language support, socio-psychological mentoring, and technology-assisted pedagogy, particularly for first-generation learners.
Dropout Trends: Reduction with Alarming Subtext: Dropout trends (Graph 2 and 9) show a decline in overall dropout rates, from 15.2% in
2019-20 to 12.7% in 2023-24, which is a positive systemic signal. However, disaggregated dropout data by social categories (Graph 9)
reveals that ST learners face the highest dropout rate, followed by SC learners. These findings indicate that while institutional supports are
working at a macro level, micro-level challenges—such as financial stress, connectivity issues, social obligations, or academic alienation—
remain disproportionately high for vulnerable communities. The data necessitates region- and identity-specific dropout mitigation plans.
Gender Sensitivity in Participation, Yet Gaps in Outcomes: Despite women comprising nearly half of total enrolments (Graph 4 and 5), a
deeper inspection via Graphs 8 and 9 suggests that gendered challenges may still affect academic continuity and performance. While
dropout rates among women are not the highest, subtle performance differences indicate potential constraints such as domestic
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responsibilities, lack of learning infrastructure, and limited digital access, especially in rural settings. Hence, further integration of gender
audits, flexible timelines, and mentorship programs for women is critical.

e  Correlative Trends: Access, Retention, and Success: Graph 7 offers a visual synthesis: as enrolment rises, success rates improve, and
dropout rates decline. This correlative trend points toward a functionally mature and scalable academic ecosystem. However, this positive
general trajectory masks internal disparities, especially when viewed through the lens of caste and gender. Hence, it is inferred that systemic
robustness exists, but equity remains unevenly realized, particularly for historically disadvantaged social categories.

Implications for Policy and Planning:

From the above interpretations, several key inferences emerge:
e Access is not enough: While enrolment figures are rising across all categories, proportional parity, especially for ST students, is still
underachieved.
. Outcome equity requires targeted academic and financial support: The disparities in success and dropout rates call for affirmative academic
scaffolding, such as bridge courses, dedicated academic counselors, and culturally responsive learning materials.
. Retention and success are co-dependent: As dropout rates decline, success rates improve—implying that investments in learner retention
strategies pay dual dividends in both continuation and performance.
e Open learning works—but only with sustained support: IGNOU’s model proves that flexible, technology-enabled education can be inclusive
and effective, but requires constant support structures, especially for learners at the social margins.
Overall, the data interpretation reveals that IGNOU is progressively democratizing higher education, but still faces challenges in translating access into
equitable outcomes. To deepen this transformation, a multi-pronged strategy involving academic, technological, social, and financial interventions is
essential. The university’s ability to both scale inclusively and sustain performance improvements is commendable, making it a model for resilient,
equitable, and outcome-oriented distance education not just in India, but across the Global South.

10. Discussion and Suggestions:

The statistical trends from IGNOU between 2019 and 2024 offer rich insights into the evolving landscape of open and distance learning in India,
particularly concerning inclusion, retention, and academic outcomes. The gradual and consistent increase in total admissions—rising from 295,000 in
2019-20 to 360,000 in 2023-24, as reflected in Graph 1—signals institutional outreach aligned with the democratizing mission of higher education.
Simultaneously, the decline in dropout rates from 15.2% to 12.7% (Graph 2) and the improvement in success rates from 58.6% to 62.0% (Graph 3,
Graph 6, and Graph 8) suggest that IGNOU’s learner support mechanisms, curriculum design, and delivery infrastructure have undergone meaningful
enhancement over this period.

More nuanced insights emerge from the disaggregated data on admissions and performance by social categories. The modest yet consistent increase in
admissions among Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST)—from 42,000 to 54,000 for SC and 18,000 to 26,000 for ST (Graph 5)—
indicates incremental progress in addressing long-standing access deficits. However, the proportional representation of these communities has shown
only slight improvement (SC from 14.24% to 15.00%; ST from 6.10% to 7.22%, as shown in Graph 4), suggesting that equity remains a work in
progress. Women's enrolment, holding steady at approximately 48% of total admissions, signals institutional responsiveness to gender parity goals.
Nevertheless, Graph 9, which outlines category-wise dropout trends, underscores that ST students and, to some extent, women continue to experience
disproportionately higher dropout rates. These patterns highlight structural inequities—ranging from digital exclusion to economic precarity and socio-
cultural constraints—that inhibit sustained engagement in higher education.

The convergence of increasing success rates and decreasing dropout rates, depicted in Graph 7, presents a positive institutional trajectory. It suggests
that learner-centric interventions such as flexible course scheduling, remote academic counseling, and improvements in the digital delivery environment
are beginning to yield dividends. However, the disparities in retention and performance outcomes across categories underscore the limitations of
generalized policy responses. The higher dropout rates among ST learners, in particular, reflect enduring vulnerabilities that may not be mitigated
solely through universalist strategies.

Addressing these disparities requires a multilayered policy framework grounded in intersectionality and empirical sensitivity. First, targeted equity
interventions should be developed, including category-specific academic support modules and regional mentoring hubs led by faculty or alumni from
marginalized communities. These should be supported by gender-responsive planning that accommodates the differentiated needs of women learners,
such as flexible timelines, peer mentoring, and psychosocial support systems. Second, to tackle the digital divide, IGNOU must extend its infrastructure
through low-bandwidth platforms, offline content dissemination, and subsidized digital devices for economically disadvantaged students. Third,
financial support must be deepened through performance-linked scholarships, proactive disbursement systems, and an early-warning dropout-risk
mechanism integrated into student lifecycle management.

Moreover, pedagogical strategies must be restructured to align with learners' linguistic and cultural contexts, particularly for SC/ST students in remote
areas. This includes localization of course material, experiential learning rooted in community challenges, and multilingual content delivery.
Simultaneously, institutional research capacity should be expanded through the establishment of a dedicated equity analytics cell, enabling real-time
monitoring of participation and performance gaps, and facilitating data-driven policy feedback loops.

IGNOU must institutionalize partnerships with government departments, civil society organizations, and grassroots governance bodies to enhance last-
mile delivery. Drawing on comparative international models—especially from the Global South—could also enrich the inclusivity of IGNOU’s
frameworks through adaptable innovations in ODL.

In order to reinforce IGNOU’s evolving identity as a national and global leader in open and distance learning, it is imperative to pursue strategic
modernization across academic, technological, and administrative domains. A timely and periodic revision of curricula, especially through the
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integration of skill-based modules aligned with contemporary industry requirements and employment trends, is essential for enhancing both relevance
and employability outcomes. Such curriculum development should be guided by empirical labour market analytics and interdisciplinary stakeholder
consultations, ensuring that learners are equipped not only with theoretical knowledge but also with practical competencies responsive to dynamic
economic demands (Mehrotra, 2022; Singh & Sharma, 2022).

Simultaneously, the delivery mechanism of Self-Learning Materials (SLMs)—a pedagogical cornerstone in IGNOU’s model—requires consistent
modernization. While hard-copy study materials continue to serve as critical learning tools, there is a growing need to complement them with
interactive digital formats, mobile-accessible content, and Al-supported learning platforms. Furthermore, the assignment submission and evaluation
ecosystem should be restructured to incorporate automated feedback loops, advanced plagiarism detection tools, and digitized assessment protocols,
thus improving turnaround times, transparency, and academic integrity (Altbach & de Wit, 2020; Kumar, 2021).

Equally significant is the advancement of learner support systems. The adoption of emerging technologies such as Artificial Intelligence (Al),
Interactive Voice Response (IVR), and machine learning-driven analytics can enable personalized academic counseling, adaptive learning pathways,
and predictive intervention for at-risk learners. However, these innovations must be accompanied by robust institutional mechanisms for real-time
grievance redressal and feedback management, ensuring inclusivity, accessibility, and trust within the student population (UNESCO, 2022; Choudaha
& Roy, 2021).

To sustain such innovations, there is a pressing requirement for targeted financial investments in digital infrastructure, faculty development, and
learner-centric pedagogical ecosystems. Upgradation of ICT infrastructure and deployment of cloud-based learning environments should be prioritized
to expand the reach and efficiency of IGNOU’s academic delivery. Moreover, dedicated funding must be allocated to core academic functions—
curriculum enrichment, faculty research, student engagement, and technological innovation—so that the institution's mission of democratizing
education continues to evolve with global standards (AlU, 2023; Ministry of Education, 2024).

The future trajectory of IGNOU lies in harmonizing its foundational values of access and equity with a forward-looking agenda of technological
advancement, pedagogical innovation, and learner empowerment. This requires not only structural and policy reforms but also a paradigm shift toward
agile, responsive, and quality-assured systems of open and distance learning in the 21st century.

While the overall trends indicate progressive strides in access, success, and retention, achieving deep and durable inclusion will require IGNOU to
move beyond metrics of access alone. A structural shift towards equity in outcomes, not just participation, is imperative. This entails embedding
inclusion across policy, pedagogy, and practice—thus enabling IGNOU to fulfil its national mandate and global responsibility under the Sustainable
Development Goals, particularly SDG 4, which advocates for inclusive, equitable, and quality education for all.

10. Conclusion:

The five-year analytical overview of IGNOU’s institutional performance (2019-2024), interpreted through comprehensive statistical trends and visual
data representations—spanning total admissions, dropout rates, success outcomes, and category-wise participation—affirms the university’s evolving
role as a cornerstone of inclusive and equitable higher education in India. Graph (1) depicts a steady expansion of enrolments, growing from 295,000 in
2019-20 to 360,000 in 2023-24, signaling enhanced outreach, structural scalability, and the strategic fulfillment of IGNOU’s founding mandate.
Complementing this, Graphs (2) and (7) reveal a consistent decline in dropout rates—from 15.2% to 12.7%—and Graphs (3), (6), and (8) document a
rise in success rates from 58.6% to 62.0%, thus reflecting a dual emphasis on quantitative inclusion and qualitative performance. Together, these
metrics portray a robust model of learner-centric growth and institutional maturity.

Graph (4) and Graph (5) demonstrate progressive gains in the enrolment of historically marginalized groups. SC representation improved marginally
from 14.24% to 15.00%, and ST from 6.10% to 7.22%, while women's participation remained stable around 47-48%. While such trends reflect
institutional responsiveness to affirmative mandates, they also illuminate the persistence of structural barriers that hinder full participatory parity.
Category-wise dropout patterns shown in Graph (9) further highlight the uneven nature of learner retention, with socio-economically disadvantaged
groups continuing to exhibit relatively higher attrition—suggesting that access alone is insufficient without sustained academic and psychosocial
support.

These findings resonate with both national and global policy commitments—particularly the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and Sustainable
Development Goal 4 (SDG4)—which envision education as a driver of inclusive growth, social mobility, and human capital formation. However, the
disaggregated data reinforces the imperative for differentiated interventions. As such, future strategies must prioritize regional contextualization,
linguistic inclusivity, gender-sensitive pedagogy, localized learner support systems, and digitally mediated academic assistance, especially for first-
generation, rural, and tribal learners. In parallel, continuous investment in technological infrastructure, curricular modernization, faculty training, and
real-time learner analytics will be essential to ensure responsiveness to the evolving needs of a diverse learner population.

In conclusion, IGNOU's trajectory during 2019-2024 underscores the transformative potential of open and distance learning when grounded in
democratic ideals, data-backed policy, and sustained innovation. The institution has not only demonstrated its capacity to expand educational access but
has also incrementally strengthened academic outcomes. Moving forward, IGNOU must position itself as a dynamic epistemic institution—anchoring
its pedagogical mission in the principles of access, equity, and excellence, while embracing adaptive reforms that respond to India’s diverse socio-
educational landscape and the demands of a knowledge-driven global economy.
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