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Reaching Out to
Distance Learners in
Library and Information
Science at the Indira
Gandhi National Open
University
The Indira Gandhi National Open University is one of the
ten major open universities in the world. Its programmes in
library and information science have established a new trend
of multimedia-based distance teaching in India.

Uma Kanjilal

Reaching out to learners far and wide is the main motto of any
distance teaching institution. The separation of teachers and
learners in the distance learning environment necessitates the
use of various innovative techniques to bring them together
and also to carry the content of the course. Distance education
is now being considered as a system charged with tremendous
potential. It is a system that expands the scope of education to
cover the largest number at the least per capita cost, and is there-
fore extremely relevant in the modern socio-economic context.
For a vast developing country like India, the distance education
system can play a prominent role in the systematic and unbiased
development of human resources on a long-term basis.

Distance education has been gaining ground in India in recent
years as a channel of education alternative to the formal one. At
present there are about forty-four correspondence directorates
and seven open universities in India offering courses at various
levels through the distance model.1 The programmes and courses
offered by these institutions are intended, not only for self-en-
richment, but also, in the professional courses, for continuing
education. They cater primarily to educationally disadvantaged
groups like the unemployed, people living in rural and remote
areas, people in service, housewives and other similar groups.

The fact that distance education can play a major role in the
development of library and information services (LIS) man-
power is now well recognized, and efforts are under way to
provide quality education through the distance mode in India.
The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) is one
of the premier institutions in the country providing LIS courses
through the distance mode. The LIS courses offered by
IGNOU are popular and have set a new trend in multimedia
based LIS education through the distance mode country-wide.

IGNOU: A PROFILE

The Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) was
established in 1985 to provide various types of courses and

programmes at the national level through distance learning.
Distance education as practised in IGNOU may be described
as a standardized self-instructional system supplemented by a
personalized system of instruction. The education is imparted
through a multimedia approach using self instructional print
materials, audio and video cassettes, radio and television broad-
casting and video teleconferencing. IGNOU operates through
a three-tier system, with the University Headquarters in New
Delhi, seventeen Regional Centres in different states and un-
ion territories and 255 Study Centres scattered throughout the
country.2

The salient features of the University are:

• national jurisdiction
• flexible admission rules
• individualized study: flexibility of place, pace and time
• use of modern educational and communication technology
• student support services for academic and administrative

help
• a comprehensive evaluation scheme.3

IGNOU has now completed ten years of operation. During
this short span the university has made progress at four levels
of operation:

• as a ‘National Open University’, catering to the educa-
tional needs of the vast population of the country

• as a ‘National Apex Body’ for all distance education sys-
tems in the country, coordinating and determining stand-
ards for all distance teaching institutions in the country

• as a ‘Centre of Excellence in Distance Education’ in the
Commonwealth countries, promoting the distance educa-
tion system in developing countries with its manpower and
material resources

• as a ‘National Resource Centre’ to promote and support
distance education.

IGNOU has emerged as one of the ten major open universi-
ties in the world. With its diversified role, the development of
IGNOU is closely related to the development of the distance
education system in the country.4 That the courses offered by
the university are popular is indicated by the dramatic increase
in the number of students in various courses. The present en-
rolment in various courses is 310,000, of which 130,228 were
admitted in 1996. The progress made by the University in such
a short span of time indicates that the system of open univer-
sity-based distance education has been well received in a vast
and developing country like India, and has the potential to re-
vamp the educational system of the country.

LIS PROGRAMMES OF IGNOU

In order to fulfil the rising demand for LIS courses in India,
IGNOU launched its Bachelor’s Degree in Library and Infor-
mation Science (BLIS) programme in 1989. After successfully
conducting the BLIS programme for five years the University
launched a Master’s Degree in Library and Information Sci-
ence (MLIS) in 1994. The curricula for both the programmes
are quite innovative and many new features have been added
to them.

The objective of the BLIS programme is to impart the basic
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skills and training required to manage and organize different
types of libraries and information centres in the country. The
target group for the BLIS programme consists of graduates
employed in libraries and information centres, with a minimum
of two years’ experience. The BLIS programme comprises nine
courses (Box 1) of which seven provide a theoretical founda-
tion in different aspects of library and information work. The
other two courses are for imparting practical skills in classifi-
cation and cataloguing. Two new courses, ‘Information Serv-
ices’ and ‘Information Technology: Basics’ have been added to
the curriculum. The BLIS programme provides 32 credits (one
credit is considered equivalent to 30 study hours).

The objective of the MLIS programme is to contribute to
the development of professional manpower to meet the varied
demands of the emerging market for information profession-
als in the country. The curriculum of the MLIS programme is
quite innovative and it tries to familiarize the students with a
variety of information-handling techniques and technology. It
also strives to promote managerial ability and deepen profes-
sional insight. Admission is open to those holding a BLIS de-
gree or other equivalent qualification, such as a postgraduate
diploma, from any recognized university. Weight is given to
candidates having working experience in libraries, information
centres and other related organizations. The MLIS programme
comprises six core and two elective courses (Box 2).

The core courses are devoted to various aspects of informa-
tion handling, management, and the application of informa-
tion technology; the electives are designed to meet the
requirements of specialized skills like preservation of library
materials, research methodology, technical writing, etc. The
curriculum has also incorporated practical training in modern
information technologies. Another innovative feature of the
MLIS programme is the incorporation of the seminar as a com-
ponent in the evaluation of student performance. Like the BLIS
programme, the MLIS also provides 32 credits.

Both the BLIS and MLIS courses are of one year’s duration,
but students are given a maximum period of four years to com-
plete the programme from the date of registration. The me-
dium of instruction is English in both the cases; however, for
BLIS the students are allowed to write their assignments and
the term end examination in Hindi.

The evaluation relating to BLIS and MLIS has two compo-
nents: a continuous evaluation (30 percent weighting) and a
terminal examination (70 percent weighting). Continuous evalu-
ation is related to the assignments that each student has to sub-
mit to qualify for the terminal examination. For BLIS each

student has to complete one computer-marked and two tutor-
marked assignments for all the theory courses, and three tutor-
marked assignments for the practical courses. In MLIS each
student has to do two tutor-marked assignments for each course,
a practical test in three courses, and a seminar in the other five
courses. The continuous evaluation and the term end examina-
tion results are based on both marks and grading system. To
fulfil the requirement of the BLIS and MLIS degrees, a candi-
date has to obtain an average grade of ‘C’ in both the continu-
ous evaluation and the term end examination. In terms of marks,
a score above 40 percent is required to be successful.

The practical component of the MLIS programme involves
exposure of the candidate to modern information technology
and to experience in the handling of such technologies. Each
student has to compulsorily undergo thirty-six hours of prac-
tical training to qualify for the term-end examination. This prac-
tical component is divided into nine sessions of four hours each.
One of the nine sessions is meant for practical evaluation. The
practical component involves the creation and searching of
databases with the CDS/ISIS software, the preparation of online
search strategies and the searching of CD-ROM bibliographic
databases. Feedback from the MLIS students reveals that, al-
though the practical exposure has been quite beneficial, thirty-
six hours of practical work is not sufficient to gain a thorough
knowledge.

To facilitate the smooth conduct of the practical sessions the
university has developed the concept of work centres, located
in different libraries and information centres throughout the
country which have the basic infrastructural facilities. These
work centres are basically meant for the practical sessions and
are coordinated by Programme Incharges who have LIS quali-
fication and experience.

The seminar as an evaluation component is another innova-
tive technique adopted by IGNOU for its MLIS programme.
The basic idea behind its incorporation was to develop the stu-
dent’s skills in the preparation and presentation of discussion
papers on different topics. The assessment of performance in the
seminar is based on: the extensiveness and relevance of the sources
searched and referred to; the clarity and style of presentation as

BLIS Courses at IGNOU

BLIS 01 Library and Society
BLIS 02 Library Management
BLIS 03 Library Classification Theory
BLIS 3P Library Classification Practice
BLIS 04 Library Cataloguing Theory
BLIS 4P Library Cataloguing Practice
BLIS 05 Reference and Information Sources
BLIS 06 Information Services
BLIS 07 Information Technology: Basics

MLIS Courses at IGNOU

Core Courses

MLIS 01 Information, Communication and Society
MLIS 02 Information Sources, Systems and Programmes
MLIS 03 Information Processing and Retrieval
MLIS 04 Information Institutions, Products and Services
MLIS 05 Management of Library and Information

Centres
MLIS 06 Application of Information Technology

Electives

MLIS E1 Preservation and Conservation of Library
Materials

MLIS E2 Research Methodology
MLIS E3 Academic Library System
MLIS E4 Technical Writing
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well as the articulation; and the pertinence of the questions asked
while participating in the discussion. Feedback from different
study centres reveals that the incorporation of the seminar com-
ponent in the MLIS programme has been quite useful for the
students. It has not only developed their competence in prepa-
ration and presentation of theme papers but has also enhanced
their personalities.

After successfully conducting the BLIS programme for the
last seven years, the faculty is now thoroughly revising and
updating the course materials. Once the revision work is over
the entire material will be translated into Hindi.

The LIS faculty at IGNOU is also planning to launch a Bach-
elor of Information Studies (BIS) programme. This is being
planned as a basic graduate degree programme of four years’
duration targeted at students completing the school leaving
examination. This programme is being developed to meet the
rising demand for information professionals in the emerging
market. It is going to be a highly technology-oriented pro-
gramme providing specialized skills in handling and process-
ing of information in different subject fields.

REACHING OUT THROUGH MULTIMEDIA

The separation of the learners from both the teacher and the
teaching institution necessitates the use of some media or other
to reach out to students in the distance education environment.
The methodology of instruction delivery in distance teaching
universities is therefore quite different from that in conven-
tional universities. The open university system is more learner-
oriented and calls for active participation of the students in the
learning process.

The multimedia delivery system of IGNOU comprises the
following aspects:

• Self-instructional print material
Print materials in the form of blocks are provided to the
students for various theoretical and practical courses. A
block, in the format of a booklet, generally consists of three
to five units. On average four blocks per course form part
of the course material for BLIS and MLIS. IGNOU fol-
lows the course team approach to develop its self-instruc-
tional print materials. Many eminent LIS scholars and
teachers of the country have contributed in the develop-
ment of the instructional print materials. The LIS print
materials of IGNOU have earned a great reputation in the
country and there is a great demand for these materials
from the students and LIS professionals of India and some
neighbouring countries.

• Audio-visual materials
The audio and video programmes form an integral part of
the multimedia learning packages offered by IGNOU. The
print materials are supplemented with audiovisual aids to
enhance better understanding of the course contents. These
packages are carefully planned and prepared by the pro-
fessionally trained staff of the Electronic Media Produc-
tion Centre IGNOU in collaboration with the faculty. At
present there are twenty-nine video and nine audio pro-
grammes for BLIS and three video programmes for MLIS.
Currently the LIS faculty is involved in preparation of

video and audio programmes for MLIS.

• Radio and television broadcasting
Video programmes of 25 to 30 minutes’ duration are being
telecast regularly on the National TV Network (Doordar-
shan). Some stations of All India Radio also broadcast the
IGNOU audio programmes regularly.

• Counselling sessions
Face to face interaction with academic counsellors is pro-
vided at selected centres for BLIS and MLIS throughout
the country. At present there are thirty-eight study centres
for BLIS and fifteen for MLIS. Currently there are 134 coun-
sellors for BLIS and 123 counsellors for MLIS, spread all
over the country. The academic counsellor acts as the inter-
preter and facilitator to enable the students to understand
the problem areas related to the course materials.

• Teleconference sessions through IGNOU Network
The Training and Development Communication Channel
(TDC Channel), a satellite-based interactive system capa-
ble of carrying one-way video and two-way audio com-
munication in real time has been set up in collaboration
with the Indian Space Research Organization (ISRO) as a
part of IGNOU Network. Teleconference sessions are
being organized on a regular basis to bring together the
students, counsellors and faculty members of IGNOU in
an interactive mode of discussion.

The wide application of multimedia in distance teaching has
been able to overcome the problem of the separation of teacher
and learner to a great extent. The application of media in teach-
ing and learning provides exciting challenges and infinite pos-
sibilities. The present endeavour of IGNOU is the provision
of media based education to the maximum possible level.

PROFILE OF BLIS AND MLIS STUDENTS OF
IGNOU

The total intake of BLIS students for the last seven years was
10,177, 60 percent of whom were men and 40 percent women
(see Table 1). However, only 2,321 students have been able to
get their degree in BLIS so far. In MLIS for the past two years,
total enrolment was 1,766. The examination for the first batch
of MLIS students has been conducted recently and the results
are awaited.

There was a sharp increase in enrolment in the second year

Year Total Male % Female %

1989–90 1524 989 65 535 35
1991 1876 1349 72 527 28
1992 1444 821 57 623 43
1993 1473 814 55 659 45
1994 1282 734 57 548 43
1995 1247 705 57 542 43
1996 1331 719 54 612 46

Totals 10177 6131 60 4046 40

Table 1. BLIS student enrolment, 1989–1996 by year and sex.
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after launching the programme, probably due to the sudden
awareness about the programme after its initiation. In the first
two years this awareness was reflected mainly by the enrol-
ment figures for male students, while the number of female stu-
dents more or less remained the same. After that the number of
male students started to fall, whereas the number of female stu-
dents increased steadily. The number of female students is get-
ting closer to that of male students.

Enrolment figures for rural, urban and tribal BLIS students
are given in Table 2, which shows that the number of urban
students is gradually decreasing, while the number of rural stu-
dents is increasing. The number of tribal students, on the other
hand, is quite insignificant as compared to the rural and urban
figures. A similar picture emerges from the 1995 enrolment fig-
ures for the MLIS, with 813 urban students (85 percent) out of
a total enrolment of 957, as compared with 136 rural students
(14 percent) and only 8 tribal students (less than 1 percent).
Though the number of rural and tribal students is increasing
gradually, the University needs to reach the students with fur-
ther student support services in rural and tribal areas, and also
to build up an awareness amongst them.

STRIVING FOR QUALITY IN LIS EDUCATION

In a short span of time the LIS programmes of IGNOU have
become popular and have set a new trend of multimedia-based
distance teaching in the country. A tracers study of the BLIS
programme of IGNOU conducted by Professor Mullick5 re-
ports that a majority of the participants in the study found the
programme useful for career advancement, knowledge enrich-
ment and pursuing higher studies. However, the study also re-
vealed that some of the students faced problems due to
non-recognition of the degree by their organization or any other
organization and different universities for promotion and ad-
mission purposes. Thus standardization and accreditation of
LIS courses has become essential to provide quality education
to the distance learners. IGNOU has set up the Distance Edu-
cation Council (DEC), a statutory body with the objective of
coordinating, promoting and maintaining standards in open and
distance education systems in the country. DEC has recently ap-
pointed a committee to look into the standardization and accredi-
tation of LIS courses through distance mode in the country.

The major problem faced in delivering LIS programmes
through distance mode is the handling of large number of stu-

Year Rural % Urban % Tribal %

1989–90 362 24 1143 75 19 1
1991 571 35 1021 63 29 2
1992 470 32 963 67 11 1
1993 506 36 906 64 6 <1
1994 527 41 740 58 5 1
1995 478 40 710 59 18 1

Totals 2914 34 5483 65 88 1

Table 2. BLIS student enrolment, 1989–1995 showing rural,
urban and tribal components.

dents spread throughout the country. In this respect the de-
livery mechanism and student support services plays a vital
role in distance learning. Thus continuous monitoring is re-
quired for effective delivery of the LIS programmes through
distance mode. DEC is currently involved in the identifica-
tion of performance indicators for quality assurance of vari-
ous courses of IGNOU and other distance teaching
institutions. Monitoring of LIS courses on the basis of the
performance indicators will help in examining the perform-
ance of the courses and also the viability and suitability of the
courses through distance mode.

CONCLUSION

Multimedia-based distance teaching in LIS is a recent phenom-
enon in India. However, in a short span of time IGNOU has
been able to establish its importance in the development of LIS
manpower in the country. Backed by multimedia learning pack-
ages, the LIS courses of IGNOU are considered to be modern
and relevant for the present society. Through its multimedia
approach of teaching IGNOU has been able to reach the re-
mote corners and the weaker sections of the country.

References

1. Takwale, Ram. IGNOU’s challenges of quality, quantity and
equity. University News. May 27, 1996. pp. 7–15.

2. Kanjilal, Uma and Tripathi, S. M. Collection development:
planning for IGNOU library system. Library Acquisitions:
Practice and Theory, 19 (1) 1995. pp. 83–95.

3. Indira Gandhi National Open University: a profile. New
Delhi: IGNOU, 1996.

4. Vice-Chancellor’s Report: presented at the Seventh Convo-
cation. New Delhi: IGNOU, 1996.

5. Mullick, S. P. and Mullick, S. A tracers study on the utility of
BLIS Programme as perceived by BLIS Graduates of
IGNOU. New Delhi: IGNOU, 1994.

Abstract

Edited version of a paper originally presented at the Pre-
Congress Seminar of the Education and Training Commit-
tee of the International Federation for Information and
Documentation (FID/ET), held in Graz, Austria, from 20–
21 October 1996. Describes the distance learning pro-
grammes in library and information science offered by the
Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) in In-
dia. Outlines the content of the multimedia teaching meth-
ods used, and provides a profile of students on the Bachelor’s
and Master’s Degree courses in Library and Information
Science at the university.
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