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A Learning Analytics Approach to Identify Factors Influencing Enrolment in
Open and Distance Learning in India
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Abstract: Knowing insights as to why learners from diverse social and demographic profile choose to
enroll in distance education can be a useful tool for Open and Distance Learning (ODL) Institutions to
understand the requirements of their target segment, help in fine-tuning service offerings for attracting
potential students and finally retaining them throughout the course duration. Conducted in the Indian
context and deploying a learning analytics approach using primary data, this study attempts to identify
the dominating factors that can potentially affect the enrollment of students of diverse socio-
demographic profile to distance education. The study finds that significant differences in perceptions
exist across various demographic and social segments towards various factors influencing enroliment
in ODL system such as affordable course fees, nearness of study centre, personal satisfaction etc.
The study concludes that depending upon their social and demographic profile, ODL learners are
likely to have highly diverse motivations to join distance courses and thus they cannot be considered
as a homogenous group.

Keywords: Open & Distance Learning (ODL), Enroliment, IGNOU, Influencing Factor, India, Learning
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Introduction

Progressive enrolment in higher education through Open and Distance Learning (ODL) has been a
salient feature in the evolution of higher education, especially in developing countries. Although,
distance education may not have replaced on-campus education, its flexibility has made it an
attractive alternative for learners who are not able or do not want to participate in on-campus
education. ODL, not essentially requiring a physical presence in the classroom, offers immense
flexibility to students to learn, as per their convenience of time, place and space (Jegede, Fisher&
Curtin, 1995). As a result, ODL has been able to provide inclusiveness in higher education by
lowering various learning barriers namely remoteness in geographical location, inadequate prior
educational attainment or financial limitations (Powell and Keen, 2006 cited in Yasmin, 2013).
Concurrently, ODL has also emerged as an important element for lifelong learning to adult learners
(Schneller & Holmberg, 2014). There are many factors that attract learners to distance education.
Among them, ease of access, flexibility in pursuing courses and taking examinations (Gautam, 1990),
freedom to choose subject and medium of study (Paulsen, 1993), opportunity to collaborate with
students who live far apart and of diverse backgrounds (Anderson, 2006), socializing and convenience
(Ridley et al, 1997), etc. are considered as dominating factors attracting students to ODL system. In
addition, job expectations, career growth and improvement of social status are also significant
influencing factors for enrollment in the ODL system.
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Using a learning analytic approach, this paper attempts to explore and identify the dominating factors
affecting the enrollment of students with diverse socio-demographic profile towards distance education
in India.

Literature

Researchers studying ODL learners’ characteristics have generally focused on social and
demographic variables like age, sex, marital status, regional background, employment, occupation,
social class, academic qualification, etc. Some studies have also taken into consideration programme
structure and availability of courses in the ODL system vis-a-vis regular on-campus systems for
understanding characteristics of distance education learners.

While ODL has been able to attract learners of diverse age groups, they appear to have highly diverse
motivations, varied personal and socio-economic reasons to join distance courses in preference to
regular full-time courses. These are mainly non-availability of time, mental maturity of learners, non-
existence of colleges in one’s locality and heavy expenses to be met in formal college education, etc.
(Koul,1982; Sahoo, 1985 cited in Rathore, 1993). While, some learners are motivated by the
possibility of career advancement (MacBrayne, 1995) or updating their knowledge, others are
motivated by the sheer joy of learning. Whilst many students prefer distance education due to
constraints in their personal lives (Sherry, 1997), many distance education learners are self-directed
who prefer ODL because it allows them to study at their own pace (Schneller & Holmberg, 2014).
Literature survey also reveals that factors like changing personal or family circumstances, financial
problems of unemployed individuals, etc. had been impeding many potential students for joining ODL
courses (Mclintosh, 1978). For younger male students (upto 24 years of age) and matured female
students (25-44 years age), job related goals are found to be prime considerations for enrolment in the
ODL courses (Wanieweicz, 1986 cited in Singh et al, 2012, IGNOU, 2018).

Holmberg (1995) stated that there is no evidence to indicate that distance education learners should
be regarded as a homogenous group. Gibson (1998), however, found that ODL learners do share
demographic and situational similarities, which can provide the basis for identifying typical distance
learner in higher education. Karka (1996) argued that individual students’ characteristics and life
circumstances appear to have the greatest impact on ODL participation. Burt (1996) observed that
institutions have to understand that the dynamics of the demographics and student performance
drives the need for a change in educational provision; otherwise institutions would be losing out on a
vast and expanding distant population.

In the Indian context, studies reveal that improvement of qualifications and desire for continuing with
higher education acts as the major motivation for students for joining distance courses (IGNOU, 2018).
Learners of higher age group enroll in ODL system to improve academic qualifications, occupational
efficiency and social status (Sharma, 2001; IGNOU, 2018). Another study in the Indian context by
Mascreen et al (2012) identified factors like reputation of the ODL institution, personal development,
practical issues, personal satisfaction, etc. influence student enrollment in the master's courses
through distance education. The study also concludes that male in the age group of 31-35 years
pursue master programme as they are otherwise stuck at the entry level at the job and thus aim for
promotion through higher qualification. In another exploratory study, while comparing the motivational
level of regular and distance students in India, Singh et al (2012) concluded that to increase the
extrinsic motivation level of ODL students, recognition and worth of the degrees obtained from ODL
Institutions should be increased. The study also recommended that ODL degrees should enable the
learners eligible to appear for job interviews and write various competitive examinations.
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Purpose of the Study

Headquartered at New Delhi, Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) is the largest and
widely recognized ODL Institution in India. IGNOU has a countrywide network of 67 Regional Centres
and over 3500 learners support centres. Since its inception in 1985, IGNOU has been exhibiting its
capability for achieving inclusive and sustainable growth in higher education and skill development.
Every year about 600,000-700,000 students gets freshly enrolled in various academic courses of
IGNOU. The admission takes place in two cycles i.e. July and January cycle. In 2018, IGNOU had
cumulative student strength of about 3 million.

IGNOU learners are spread all over the country and they have a diverse social and demographic
profile. During 2017-18 academic year, about 650,000 students took admission in around240
programmes comprising of certificate, diploma, undergraduate, postgraduate and doctoral courses.
Out of these students, about 44% were female, 31% married and 20% employed. Around 31% of
enrolled students were in 26-35 years age group and about 18% were more than 35 years old.

In the above context of varying social demographic profile, this study attempts to determine the prime
motivators or dominating influencing factors for learners in enrolling in distance education courses in
IGNOU. Learning analytics has been deployed to predict whether certain factors are predominating in
attracting students of a particular social or demographic category to ODL courses or not.

Methodology

Research Design

The study employed an exploratory and quantitative research design. Responses were recorded using
a structured questionnaire comprising two sections. While Section A comprised of demographic data
of the learners e.g. age group, gender, marital status, employment status, etc. Section B contained 20
(twenty) items, grouped in four broad categories (Table 1) viz. (i) Programme Structure; (ii) Personal
factors; (iii) Professional ambitions; and (iv) Social & Family Factors, to determine how many of these
items or factors would influence the student’s decision to take a distance learning course in IGNOU.
Response options in Section-B were based in 5 point based Likert scale [Strongly Agree (5); Agree
(4); Neither agree nor disagree (3), Disagree (2) and Strongly Disagree (1)] for enabling meaningful
statistical analysis. To get further insights, respondents were also asked to write down a few lines
outlining the reasons for joining the courses.

Table 1. Survey Questionnaire Items

Sl No Items
Programme Structure (Flexibility, Non Physical Presence, Easy to study, Reputation of
ODL Institutions)

Affordable course fees
Study center is near
Easy to get admission
Programme duration is flexible
Reputation of the Institute (IGNOU)
ersonal Factors ( Self-Fulfillment, Subject Interest, Curiosity, Fear for Regular Courses)
Not getting admission in Regular Courses
Have spare time for distance courses
Personal satisfaction or self-fulfillment
Not able to cope up with regular courses due to long gap
Interest in subjects
Professional ambitions (Career Growth, Job, Employment opportunity)
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11 The course will help to get a new job

12 It will help to get promotion

13 Irrelevance  of qualification, need for new /updated
skills/knowledge needed

14 It will help in career growth

15 Current job requires to study the course

16 To facilitate career change or switch job

Social & Family Factors

17 Family/Spouse motivated me to join the course

18 Will enhance my social & family status

19 Joined the course to avoid stigma of being unemployed

20 Friends/Peer groups also doing this course

The categories and survey items were chosen from the literature reviews and after deliberation with
domain experts. A test questionnaire was first administered on a small sample to ensure that the final
version contained only those relevant items that could actually elicit the intended responses on
learners’ preference for distance learning.

Data Collection

The population for the study consisted of all students in the IGNOU. Primary data was collected during
the month of March-April, 2019 through a face to face interaction with 132 (one hundred thirty two)
IGNOU learners selected through random sampling technique. The survey sheets were compiled and
arranged in a dataset. To get the feel of the total dataset, a descriptive analysis was carried out using
commercially available statistical software. The descriptive statistic reveals that about 46.2% of
respondents are female, 43.9% are married, 55.3% belong to the age group of 26 years or more and
55.3% are employed (Table 2). This affirms adequate representation of various social and
demographic categories of learners in the sample.

Table 2. Descriptive Statistics

Gender Number Percent
Female 61 46.2
Male 71 53.8
Total 132 100.0
Marital Status Number Percent
Married 58 43.9
Single 74 56.1
Total 132 100.0
Qualification Number Percent
Secondary a7 35.6
Graduate 65 49.2
Post Graduate 20 15.2
Total 132 100.0
Agein Years Number Percent
<25 59 447
26-35 35 26.5
35-45 30 22.7
>45 8 6.1

Total 132 100.0
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Employment Status Number Percent

Employed 73 55.3

Unemployed 59 44.7

Total 132 100.0
The Scale

To estimate the scale reliability or internal consistency of the survey items, the primary data were
analyzed for computing Cronbach’s Alpha, which was found to be 0.70. In exploratory research, the
Cronbach’s alpha should generally be 0.7 or more. Thus, items considered in this study qualify for
further analysis. The measure of sampling adequacy was checked using Kaiser-Meyer-Olkin (KMO)
which was found to be 0.57 and Bartlett’s test of Sphericity was found to be significant at 0.000.

Data Analysis

The mean and standard deviation of the items are computed using statistical software. The result
(Table 3) indicates that out of twenty items, eleven items have mean more than 3 (three) or these are
biased towards an agreement.

Interest in the subject (Mean: 4.19), flexibility of the programme (Mean: 4.0) and reputation of the
university (IGNOU) (Mean: 3.96) have higher mean scores, while ‘joined the course to avoid stigma of
being unemployed’ (Mean:1.49) has lowest mean score which could be because the respondents are
becoming conscious while answering the questionnaire. Interestingly, there is a general disagreement
among learners that the course undertaken will help them in getting a promotion in the job (Mean:
2.04) or the current job mandates or necessitates studying the course (Mean: 1.75). Respondents also
broadly disagreed that they joined distance course because they could not get admission in regular
courses (Mean: 2.15) or they would not be able to cope up with regular courses (Mean: 2.20). Like
earlier, this may also be due to learners becoming conscious while responding to the questionnaire.

Table 3. Mean and Standard Deviation of Items

SINo Items Mean Std.
Deviation
1 Interest in subjects 419 0.86
2 Programme duration is flexible 400 0.86
3 Reputation of the Institute (IGNOU) 3.96 0.98
4 It will help in career growth 391 1.39
5 Will enhance my social & family Status 3.77 1.32
6 Easy to get admission 355 1.49
7 Affordable course fees 352 1.32
8 To facilitate career change or switch job 351 1.34
9 Personal satisfaction or self-fulfillment 3.48 1.63
10 The course will help to get a new job 341 134
11 Study center is near 326 151
12 Have spare time for distance courses 270 1.59
13 Family/Spouse motivated me to join the course 265 1.66
14 Irrelevance of qualification, need for new /updated 2.48  1.53
skills/knowledge needed
15 Not able to cope up with regular courses due tolonggap 2.20 1.56
16 Not getting admission in Regular Courses 215 1.56

17 It will help to get promotion 204 1.36
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18 Friends/Peer groups also doing this course 202 155
19 Current job requires to study the course 1.75 1.26
20 Joined the course to avoid stigma of being unemployed 1.49 0.96

Preceding literature review indicates that ODL learners might have highly diverse motivations to join
distance courses. To explore this further, statistical analysis was conducted comparing the means of
paired samples (e.g. Male & Female; Employed & Unemployed; Married & Unmarried, etc.) to find the
factors or items where the differences of their means are statistically significant (significance level
>95%). The result (Table 4) reveals that significant differences (>95% level) in mean are prevalent in
several parameters among various social and demographic paired groups.

Table 4. Comparison of Means of Grouped Samples (Significance level >95%)

SINo Items Group Number Mean Standard
Deviation
1 Affordable course fees Male 71 3.92 1.066
Female 61 3.07 1.436
2 Study center is near Age>25 years 73 3.55 1.555
Age<25 years 59 2.90 1.386
3 Programme duration is Age>25 years 73 4.18 0.822
flexible Age<25 years 58 3.78 0.859
4 Easy to get admission  Married 57 3.84 1.306
Single 68 3.31 1.595
5 Personal satisfaction Married 58 3.88 1.440
or self-fulfillment Single 72 3.17 1.720
School 46 3.72 0.935
Graduate & above 81 3.56 1.597
School 46 2.72 1.772
6 Reputation of the Married 58 419 0.736
Institute (IGNOU) Single 72 3.78 1.116
7 Will enhance my social Unemployed 56 4.04 1.095
& family status Employed 72 3.57 1.442

While Male learners perceived that course fees are low (Mean: 3.92), female learners (Mean: 3.07)
are broadly indifferent on this parameter. One of the underlying reasons may be that while males are
mostly self-funding their study, females are generally funded by their family.

Matured or learners of higher age group (Age>25 years) broadly agreed the location of the study
centers are near (mean: 3.55). For young learners (<25 years), on the contrary, nearness of the study
center (mean: 2.90) is not a dominating factor for enrollment. Matured learners also perceived the
course timings are flexible to a greater extent (mean: 4.18) than younger learners.Flexible course
timings are also a prominent factor for educationally qualified (graduate and above) learners for
pursuing higher or add-on degree courses (mean: 4.15) through ODL. This may be explained
considering other competing engagements (job, family, etc.) of matured learners that renders greater
significance to flexibility and convenience of ODL courses.

Married learners strongly agreed that the online admission process in IGNOU is easier (mean: 3.84)
than their unmarried counterparts (mean: 3.31).This may be because married learners are generally
pre-occupied with social and domestic responsibilities, thus they look for an easy admission process
which can be completed at their convenience of even sitting at home or at their workplace.
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On the contrary, younger and unmarried learners do not mind visiting the ODL institutions and
completing the admission process even offline. Compared to unmarried learners, the married learners
are also largely motivated by personal satisfaction in joining the course (mean: 3.88) especially in a
reputed institution like IGNOU (mean: 4.19). Personal satisfaction is also a dominating factorfor
attracting qualified (graduate and above) learners to distance courses (mean: 3.90).

For unemployed learners, enhancement of status (mean: 4.04) is a strong motivator for joining the
course compared to employed learners. While carrier advancement opportunity has emerged as a
major dominating factor for enrollment across all learners’ segment, the influence is seen to be
predominant to employed (mean: 4.20) andsecondary or school pass out (mean: 4.52) learners.

To further understand the dominating factors for enroliment of students in distance education, a further
statistical inquiry was performed using the Principal Component Analysis (PCA) or factor extraction
method. In order to set a criterion for selecting the items, only those which loaded 0.6 (60%) or more
were retained. Out of the twenty questionnaire items, PCA identified seven factors with a loading
factor of 0.6 and above (Table 5.).

These seven factors that dominate student enroliment in distance education are broadly independent
or they are not correlated to other remaining factors. Out of these seven factors, four factors viz., (i)
interest in subjects, (ii) relative ease to get admission, (iii) prospect of getting a new job and (iv) help in
career growth have mean more than 3.0 (Table 3) . Thus, these four factors have positive dominating
influencing factors for learners to take admission in distance education.

Table 5. Principal Component Analysis (PCA) or Factor Loading

SN Item Loading Factor
1 Have spare time for distance courses 0.739
2 Interest in subjects 0.708
3 It will help to get promotion 0.691
4 The course will help to get a new job 0.687
5 Easy to get admission 0.661
6 It will help in career growth 0.629
7 Current job requires to study the course 0.617

On the other hand, three factors viz., (i) current job requirement, (ii) help to get promotion and (iii)
have spare time for distance course, have mean less than 3.0. Thus, these three factors may not have
any positive influence in attracting distance learners.

Findings and Discussions

Preceding data analysis reveals that significant differences in perceptions are present across various
demographic and social segments regarding various enrollment motivating parameters like ‘self-
fulfillment’, ‘nearness of study centers’, ‘affordable course fees’, ‘programme flexibility’, ‘enhancement
of social status’, etc. While ‘ease of getting admission’ (access) is widely accepted as greater enabler
for distance education, this study also found ‘getting a new job’ as a major influencing factor for
enrolment in distance education, especially for younger and unemployed learners. While, for
employed and matured learner ‘career growth prospect’ is a major motivator for enroliment. Outcome
of the PCA or factor analysis suggests that the widely accepted motivating factors like ‘flexibility in
programme duration’, ‘affordable course fees’, ‘nearness of study center’, ‘reputation of the institute’
and ‘personal satisfaction’ are not independent influencing factors for enrolment in distance education.
Rather, behavior of these factors may be considered as correlated to other independent factors like
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interest in subjects, relative ease to get admission, prospect of getting a new job, help in career
growth, etc.

To supplement analytical findings and to obtain further insights, respondents were asked to write one
or two lines as to why they choose to join ODL courses at IGNOU. Select responses are enumerated
at Table 6. It is observed that qualitative responses support analytical findings. Face to face
interactions revealed that young learners, in general, want to join a reputed ODL institution to obtain
recognized degrees that will help them getting a new job or appearing in competitive examination for
employment. However, most often these learners join the course without knowing the relevance or
suitability of the programme for them. On the contrary, educationally qualified, employed and learners
of higher age group take a conscious or informed decision to choose a course that will help in
personal enrichment.

These matured learners belonging to higher age group also prefer to go to a reputed institute for
obtaining a degree of their choice that will help enhancing social and academic status as well as to
brighten their career advancement opportunities. Interaction with learners also revealed that matured
learners are more serious about completing the course on time than their younger counterparts.
Younger learners, who are mostly unemployed with fewer household responsibilities, prefer rather a
carefree approach to the ODL course.

Thus, the analytical research findings and qualitative responses of learners (Table 6.) complement
each other to reaffirm earlier literature survey findings that ODL learners have highly diverse

motivations to join distance courses and thus they cannot be considered as a homogenous group.

Table 6. Select qualitative responses from learners joining distance courses in IGNOU

SN Learners Profile Reason for joining IGNOU Course enrolled
(Gender, Marital Status,
Educational qualification, Age,
employment status)

1 Male, Married, Graduate, Age Not economically strong, Post Graduate
>45 years, employed loves to study Diploma

2 Female, Married, Graduate, Age: Better placement, has Post Graduate
26-35 years, employed family support

3 Female, Married, Graduate, Personal fulfillment Post Graduate
Age>45 years, unemployed

4 Female, Married, Graduate, Upgrade Qualification Post Graduate
Age>45 years, employed

5 Male, Married, Graduate, Age: Self-motivated Post  Graduate
26-35 years, employed Diploma

6 Female, Single, Graduate, Age: Career Change Post Graduate
26-35 years, employed

7 Male, Single, Post Graduate, Age Preparing for competitive Post  Graduate
<25 years, unemployed entrance examination for Diploma

Government job, no time to
attend regular courses

8 Female, Single, Graduate, Age Preparing for competitive Post Graduate

<25 years, unemployed entrance examination for
Government job

9 Female, Married, Secondary After graduation wants to Under Graduate
School, Age: 26-35 years, take up teaching job
unemployed

10 Male, Single, Secondary School, Preparing for competitive Under Graduate
Age <25 years, unemployed entrance examination for

Government job
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With the degree of attrition or dropout rate in distance education is persisting at an alarming level,
ODL institutions need to revisit their policies and programs so that learners feel more motivated to
complete the course (Yasmin, 2013). It is envisaged that findings of this study will be useful for the
policy makers of ODL institutions to understand the requirements of their target segment, help in fine-
tuning service offerings for attracting potential students and finally retaining them throughout the
course duration.

Conclusion and Suggestions

The survey sample for this study was based at IGNOU HQ, New Delhi, India. As such, generalizing
the results in the context of other countries with varying social and economic conditions may be done
with caution. As a future study, another exploratory research in this area with large samples across the
different states or provinces of India may provide further insights especially identifying underlying
relationships among influencing parameters.
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