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1. Introduction:
Socio-economic inequality has gripped every society by its clutches 

and it will not be wrong to state that it is the prime cause of backwardness 
of a developing one like India. In fact, the presence of socio-economic 
inequality in a society is evident from the fact that the rich and the 
powerful dominate and tend to take advantage over the poor. It covers 
two broad dimensions viz., income and non-income inequality. In India, 
the existence of socio-economic inequalities is still evident even after 
70 years of its independence. Apart from the inequalities of income and 
wealth, there exists a much broader inequality in terms of non-income 
dimensions of well-being. The incidences of poverty, educational 
imbalances, health and gender discrimination are a few of the socio-
economic issues that need to be addressed in an ef icient and effective 
way. If I may look into these aspects of inequality, I see that they are 
not independent of one another but are rather interdependent. Lack 
of education has a direct impact on employment, which leads to an 
improper income generation, thereby depriving a person from the basic 
needs.

 Poverty is a socio-economic phenomenon, which de ies any precise 
de inition; its concept varies from country to country depending upon 
what a particular society accepts as reasonably good living standard 
for its people. It (poverty) can be de ined in a common layman’s 
language as ‘the inability to meet the basic needs’ with common 
features like unemployment, inability to feed oneself and family, poor 
health conditions, lack of education, lack of proper housing, inability 
to pay for the medical and other miscellaneous expenses. The problem 
of poverty can be viewed in either the relative or the absolute terms. 
Relative poverty indicates that a group or a class of people belonging to 
the lower income groups is poorer when compared to those belonging 
to higher income groups. Absolute poverty is based on some minimum 
levels of living, which if not attained by a sector of population, makes 
them classi ied as absolutely poor. Generally, absolute poverty is de ined 
in terms of income levels that are insuf icient to provide adequate 
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nutrition. The extent of absolute poverty can be judged from the number 
of people living below the ‘poverty line’ drawn on the basis of income or 
expenditure required to provide the minimum acceptable level of living 
or nutritional standard. Three Committees were constituted in India at 
different periods to access the country’s changing poverty line:

Table 1: India’s Changing Poverty Line (Rupees per Month)

Years Rural Urban

Lakdawala Committee
1993-94 229 264
2004-05 356 538

Tendulkar Committee

2004-05 446 578

2009-10 673 810

2011-12 816 1000

Rangarajan Committee

2009-10 801 1198

2011-12 972 1407

Source: Competition Success Review (Reports of Planning Commission)

Agarwal, P. (2015) in his study has cited the impact of income 
growth over a period and the impact of change in income distribution 
over a period as the basic components of a change in poverty level. It is a 
known fact that improper education is a prime cause of unemployment. 
Education may not direct to mere formal schooling but also the awareness 
regarding the wide employment oriented opportunities outside. There 
are also instances where a person has been deprived of any formal 
education because of his/her inability to bear the educational expenses. 
There is perhaps a direct correlation between education, poverty and 
unemployment. 

Tilak, J. B. G. (1979) feels that there are several forms of inequality 
in education like inequality in parental income, gender inequality, and 
inequality by caste, regional inequality, and parental occupation and 
so on. He further feels that despite of several initiatives to reform the 
educational system, inequalities for such nature still persist. In this 
context, the birth of Open and Distance Learning (ODL) system of 
education has transformed the total educational approach with a more 
lexible and affordable structure. 
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UNICEF, (2011) in its report on “Promoting Gender Equality: 
An equity-Focused approach to programming, operational guidance 
overview” has cited that gender equality and empowerment of women 
should be the prime objectives for the sustainable development of both 
the developed and developing nations. It implies that girls and boys are 
ensured and actually offered the same chances and treatment in access, 
process and outcome of an education of good quality and which is free 
from any stereotypes (UNESCO, 2012).

Lack of education has a direct consequence of unemployment 
and poverty as people who fail to earn a living are considered as poor. 
Unemployment problem is perhaps the biggest challenge the Indian 
economy has continued to grapple with ever since the beginning of 
the First Five year Plan in 1951. Every Five Year Plan had substantial 
employment generation as an important objective to be achieved in 
the country’s march towards the goal of full employment. Though each 
plan generated substantial employment opportunities, the growth rate 
of employment avenues was lower than the growth rate of the labour 
force. Thus, unemployment continued to grow. The two most common 
measure of unemployment used are: Usual Principal Status (UPS) and 
Current Daily Status (CDS) basis. Unemployment on Current Daily 
Status (CDS) basis increased from 20.3 million person years in 1993-
94 to 34.4 million person years in 2004-05, but then declined to 28.1 
million person years in 2009-10. Unemployment rate increased from 
6.0 percent in 1993-94 to 8.2 percent in 2004-05 but then declined 
to 6.6 percent in 2009-10. Measured in the UPS basis, the number of 
persons unemployed increased from 9 million persons in 1993-94 to 
11.1 million persons in 204-05 but then declined to 9.8 million persons 
in 2008-10.

Socio-economic inequality gets nurtured even more in the darkness 
of ignorance when the people in a society fail to acquire the right 
knowledge, which is the pivot round which the genesis of a modern 
society lies. Right knowledge through open learning can play a signi icant 
role in reviving a society from the evils of such inequalities. It is here 
that Open and Distance Learning (ODL) has been playing a momentous 
role in spreading the radiance of knowledge and minimizing such 
inequalities thereby contributing effectively towards nation building.
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2. Objectives:
Primary Objectives

a. To study the contribution of the ODL system in reducing the social 
inequalities like Poverty, Gender Discrimination and Educational 
imbalances.

b. To study the developmental interventions of ODL system in 
providing justice to all sections of the community.

Secondary Objective
c. To study the developmental interventions of the Government to 

control such inequalities.

3. Research Questions:
a. How can ODL system reduce the social inequalities prevalent in 
today’s modern society?

b. Can the developmental interventions of ODL system provide unity 
of justice to all the sections of the community?

4. Methodology:
The paper is based on secondary information collected from 

different sources like journal articles, reports of concerned organization 
and websites of different ODL institutes and Universities.

5. Open and Distance Learning (ODL) in Controlling Poverty, 
Gender Inequality, and Educational Imbalances:
It is a common picture of the society that the husband is portrayed 

as the prime representative of the family who will work and earn while 
the female character (the wife) will provide emotional support to the 
husband to prepare him for the world outside as well as take care 
of the children and the other members of the family. The practice is 
still followed in most parts of the country; however, there has been a 
transformation in the mindset of the people with the spread of education. 
It is certain that education transforms the mind towards reality with 
a much more optimistic outlook. With the birth of distance and open 
learning system, education for all has become a reality. According to 
Malik, Belawati and Baggaley (2005), distance education has made it 
possible to impact education at all levels, particularly tertiary education 
which can be helpful in maximizing the economic wealth. 
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Enrolment in Higher Education (Regular Mode):
 As per UGC Annual Report 2015-16, during the academic year 
2015-16, there had been 284.85 lakhs (provisional) students enrolled 
in various courses at all levels in universities/colleges and other 
institutions of higher education as compared to the unrevised igure of 
265.85 lakhs in the previous year, registering an increase of 7.15 per 
cent

 The following table highlights the students’ enrolment in Regular 
Course:

Table 2: Students enrolment in Regular Course & all India growth 
(2010-11 to 2015-16)

Year Total Enrolment Increase over 
preceding Year

 Percentage 
Increase

2010-11 18670050 1426698 8.3

2011-12 20327478 1657428 8.9

2012-13 22302938 1975460 9.7

2013-14 23764960 1462022 6.6

2014-15 26585437 2820477 11.87

2015-16 28484746 1899309 7.14

Source: Annual Report 2015-16, UGC (as extracted from AISHE portal)

Enrolment in Higher education (Distance Mode)

 As per the UGC Annual Report for 2015-16 (as available on AISHE 
portal), there had been 36.20 lakh (provisional) students enrolled 
in distance education programme. Therefore, there are 321.05
lakh students (284.85-lakh regular+36.20 lakh Distance Education 
Programmes) enrolled in Indian Universities/ Colleges/Institutions and 
thus Distance Educations constitute 11.28% of the total enrolment in 
Higher Education Institutions considering that there are 13 numbers of 
State Open Universities in India.

Table 3: Growth of enrolment of Women in Higher Education

Year Total Women Enrolment 
(000s)

Women enrolment 
per Hundred Men

1950-1951  40 14
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2015-2016  13466 90

Source: Annual Report of UGC for 2015-16

Table 4: Level wise comparison between Regular and Distance 
Enrolment in Universities

Level Regular Enrolment Distance Enrolment
PhD 109416 136

M.Phil. 24878 0
Post Graduate 768640 1107925

Under Graduate 1599953 2498983
PG Diploma 90769 68604

Diploma 183817 94247
15083 34021

Integrated 92823 1
Total 2885279 3803917

Source: Report of All India Survey on Higher Education (2015-16)

India’s Poverty Pro ile
 The World Bank, in its report on India’s Poverty Pro ile published 
on May 27, 2016, 270, 000,000 Indians or 1 (one) in 5 ( ive) Indians 
are poor of which 80% live in rural areas. Their main source of income 
is casual labour. Because of their poverty and unequal distribution of 
income, only around 6% are able to spend on their basic needs like 
education and health. 
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Contribution of KKHSOU and IGNOU in Controlling Poverty 
and Unemployment 

In this regard, Lama, S., (2012), has mentioned that IGNOU and 
KKHSOU had taken up an initiative for some short-term competency 
based developmental programmes. In its quest for building a sustainable 
economy, KKHSOU had initiated a wide range of training programmes 
in areas related to Wielding, Plumbing, Pump Installation, house 
wiring, 2/3 wheeler maintenance and repairing, computer application, 
beautician, AC motor rewinding, 4 wheeler servicing, repairing of 
domestic appliances, RCC masonry, etc. Moreover, certi icate course 
on Scienti ic Piggery farming (CSPF), Commercial Goat Rearing (CCGR) 
and Commercial Layer farming (CCLF) and Commercial Duck Farming 
(CCDF) are other areas of KKHSOU. Such programmes not only educated 
the people but also make them employable, thereby contributing 
towards the growth of the economy of the region in particular and the 
country in general. IGNOU, on the other hand, has also launched some 
need-based course, particularly certi icate course in Diabetes care 
of Community Workers, Interior Design, and Handmade Paper Items. 
Vocational Training Programmes in Mobile Repairing, Conventional 
Lathe, Soft Skill, Development Programmes, Motor Cycle Repairs, Screen 
Printing, and Fundamentals of Computer Application, Water harvesting, 
Integrated Farming System and Leadership Development Programmes 
are other commendable initiatives of IGNOU to engage more people 
into the formal sector.

6. Developmental Interventions of ODL:
 ODL institutions play a signi icant role in some developmental 
initiatives undertaken for the welfare of the society.

i. Jail Inmates: As education is the only way to revive a society from 
the widespread social inequalities and to make education more 
accessible for the social community, Krishna Kanta Handiqui State 
Open University (KKHSOU) has classi ied its diverse academic 
programmes to suit the potential learners of different jails of 
Guwahati Central Jail, Jorhat Central Jail, Abhyapuri Jail and 
Biswanath Chariali Jail.

ii. ICT Enabled Learning: In order to make learning more interesting, 
modern Information and Communications Technology (ICT) has 
been included into the curriculum. With ICT enabled courses, the 
learners can now avail the bene it of learning online at any point 
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of time. This has made learning even more lexible than what it was 
earlier. IGNOU provides multi-channel, multiple media teaching-
learning packages for instruction and self-learning. “Gyan Vani”,
a unique Radio Service of IGNOU, has played a prominent role in 
supplementing the teaching-learning process. “Gyan Dhara” is yet 
another landmark initiated by IGNOU which is an Internet audio 
counselling service wherein students can listen and participate 
in the live discussions of the teachers and experts on the topic 
of the day.  The Institute of Distance and Open Learning (IDOL), 
Gauhati University has introduced ‘E-Governance@Idol” wherein 
one can look for old question papers, online study material, view 
marks etc. It was in the year 2011 the irst ‘Campus Radio’ of the 
North-East, “Radio Luit” was introduced in the premises of IDOL, 
Gauhati University to cater to the needs of the students. IDOL, GU 
has launched the irst “e-portal” of the Northeast namely www.
bodhidroom.idolgu.org on November 13, 2009. This portal has thus 
become a key tool for the delivery and development of educational 
contents to be used by teachers, experts and students not only from 
the Northeast but also from other parts of the world. Krishna Kanta 
Handiqui State Open University (KKHSOU) had also launched quite 
a few ICT enabled programmes for the students. The ICT enabled 
programmes of KKHSOU provides audio-video lectures without 
internet, digital and printed study material and lectures from highly 
quali ied experts. Moreover, the community radio of KKHSOU, “Jnan
Taranga” 90.4 FM, which is the irst Community Radio Service of the 
North-east India, has made a big stride in the world of academic ICT. 
The “E-bidya” portal of KKHSOU is also an innovative step for making 
learning interesting and much convenient for its learners. Also, it is 
indeed noteworthy to mention that an innovative initiative of the 
Ministry of Human Resource Development (MHRD), Government 
of India, the “National Mission on Education of ICT (NME-ICT) has 
launched “E-Pathsala” at the Centre for Distance and Open Learning 
(CODL), Tezpur University wherein a student can get access to many 
different subjects and modules. Such initiatives are sure to have a 
direct impact on quality of education as well as on the increase of 
Gross Enrolment Ratio in the North Eastern Region.

iii. Skill based Programmes: KKHSOU had initiated a wide range of 
training programmes in areas related to wielding, plumbing, pump 
installation, house wiring, 2/3 wheeler maintenance and repairing, 
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computer application, beautician, AC motor rewinding, 4 wheeler 
servicing, repairing of domestic appliances, RCC masonry, etc. 
Moreover, certi icate course on Scienti ic Piggery farming (CSPF), 
Commercial Goat Rearing (CCGR) and Commercial Layer farming 
(CCLF) and Commercial Duck Farming (CCDF).  

  IGNOU, on the other hand, has also launched some need-
based course, particularly certi icate course in Diabetes care of 
Community Workers, Interior Design, and Handmade Paper Items. 
Vocational Training Programmes in Mobile Repairing, Conventional 
Lathe, Soft Skill, Development Programmes, Motor Cycle Repairs, 
Screen Printing, and Fundamentals of Computer Application, 
Water harvesting, Integrated Farming System and Leadership 
Development Programmes.

iv. 

  The Commonwealth of Learning (COL) established this project to 
mobilise ODL to provide education to women who could not receive 
education on or were otherwise prevented from attending schools 
by various social barriers like early marriage and other cultural 
norms of the society. With funding from the governments of Canada 
and Australia, the Commonwealth of Learning (COL) has partnered 
with community organisations and institutions in Bangladesh, India, 
Mozambique, Pakistan and Tanzania to support schooling and skills 
development for some of the world’s most vulnerable and hard-
to-reach women and girls using open, distance and technology-
enabled learning.

v. Open Basic Education (OBE): It is imperative to know that 
education is the only way through which the various inequalities 
can be minimized to a great extent. The National Institute of Open 
Schooling (NIOS), an autonomous institution under the MHRD, Govt. 
Of India and the largest Open Schooling, system in the World has 
taken up some signi icant measures to minimize the socio-economic 
inequalities prevalent today. It offers Open Basic Education (OBE) 
Programme, with the aim of providing Primary and Upper Primary 
level education through alternate means of schooling. The OBE 
Programme is offered for neo literates, women and girls, dropouts 
of formal schooling etc/ and makes use of the potentialities of 
Distance Education Mode (DEM) for reaching the unreached.
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  Developmental Interventions such as these not only increases 
the knowledge base of the people but also opens the gateway for 
employability or self-suf iciency. With employment, they will be 
able to earn their livelihood in a digni ied manner, which will raise 
their standard of living thereby putting an end to absolute poverty. 

7. Developmental Interventions of Government:
 Sustained Rapid Growth provides an all round and a holistic anti-
poverty strategy. It not only creates well-paid jobs and raises real 
wages, which in turn lead to an increase in the income levels of the 
masses but also lead to a growth in government revenues. Poverty 
and unemployment go hand in hand. The worst incidence of poverty 
is found amongst those people who fail to get any gainful employment 
opportunities. Unemployment is the greatest scourge that can affect 
humankind as it denies opportunities for better standard of living. It 
is perhaps the biggest challenge the Indian economy has continued to 
grapple with ever since the beginning of the First Five year Plan in 1951. 
The Government of India has taken a number of developmental steps to 
curb the ill effects of poverty and unemployment.

a. Swarnajayanti Gram Swarojgar Yojna (SGSY): This programme 
launched with effect from April 1, 1999 is a self-employment 
programme focused primarily on poverty alleviation, which has 
replaced the previously Integrated Rural Development Programme 
(IRDP), Training Rural Youth for Self Employment (TRYSEM), 
Development of Women and Children in Rural Areas (DWCRA) and 
Million Wells Scheme (MWS).

b. Sampoorna Grameen Rojgar Yojna (SGRY): Launched on 
September 25, 2001, this scheme aimed at providing wage 
employment at rural areas and also food security to the poor. Under 
the scheme, preference was given to the BPL families for providing 
wage employment.

c. Jawahar Gram Samridhi Yojna (JGSY): The Jawahar Gram Samridhi 
Yojna (JGSY) was launched on April 1, 1999 to ensure development 
of rural infrastructure at village level and for generation of wage 
employment for the unemployed in rural areas.

d. Swarna Jayanti Shahri Rozgar Yojna (SJSRY): Swarna Jayanti 
Shahri Rozgar Yojna (SJSRY) which came into being on December 
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1997, had merged in it three urban anti-poverty and employment 
generation programmes, viz; Nehru Rozgar Yojna, Urban Basic 
Services for the Poor and Prime Minister’s Integrated Urban Poverty 
Alleviation Programme. It seeks to provide employment to urban 
unemployed or underemployed poor by helping them in setting up 
self-employment ventures or provision for self-employment.

e. Valmiki Ambedkar Awas Yojna (VAMBAY): This scheme was 
launched on December 2001 with the aim of ameliorating the 
conditions of urban slum dwellers living below the poverty line 
who do not possess adequate shelter.

f. Deen Dayal Antyodaya Yojna: Formerly known as National Urban 
Livelihood Mission (NULM) and renamed as Deen Dayal Antyodya 
Yojna-Rashtriya Shahari Aajeevika Mission, it seeks to enhance the 
employment opportunities and income of the urban poor through 
skill development and training, setting up of individual and group 
micro-enterprises, formulating Self-Help Groups (SHGs), building 
shelter for homeless etc. 

g. Antyodaya Anna Yojna (AAY): Antyodaya Anna Yojna (AAY) was 
launched in December 2000 for one crore poor BPL families and to 
provide them food grains at a highly subsidised rate of Rs. 2 per kg 
for wheat and Rs. 3 per kg for rice.

h. Indira Aawas Yojna (IAY): This scheme is to provide inancial 
assistance for construction/upgradation of houses to BPL rural 
households belonging to SC/ST, widows, physically handicapped 
living in the rural areas. 

i. Annapurna: In 1999-2000, the Government had announced the 
launching of a new scheme `Annapurna’ to provide food security 
to those indigent senior citizens who are not covered under the 
Targeted Public Distribution System (TPDS) and who have no 
income of their own and none to take care of them in the village. 
`Annapurna’ will provide 10 kg of food grains per month free of cost 
to all such persons who are eligible for old age pensions but are 
presently not receiving it and whose children are not residing in the 
same village.

j. Employment Assurance Scheme (EAS): The Employment 
Assurance Scheme (EAS) was started from 2nd October 1993 in 
1778 developmental blocks in rural areas of 261 districts. In 1994-
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95, this scheme also implemented in 697 developmental blocks of 
Drought Prone Area Programme (DPAP) and Desert Development 
Programme (DDP). The main objective of this scheme was to 
provide pro itable employment of not less than 100 days to every 
desirous villager of ages between 18 years and 60 years during the 
lean agricultural season. 

8. Observation & Findings: 
It is indeed evident that socio-economic inequality is still prevalent 

in our modern day society. It is partly because of the lack of knowledge 
amongst the people and partly because of the employment generated 
skill based education. The following are my observations based on my 
study:

There has been 284.85 lakhs (provisional) students enrolled in 
various courses at all levels in universities/colleges and other 
institutions of higher education as per UGC report 2015-16.

36.20 lakh (provisional) Students were enrolled in distance 
education programme in 2015-16 as per UGC report.

 There is a signi icant increase in Women enrolment in Higher 
Education.

Women enrolment per hundred men was 90 in 2015-16 as compared 
to 14 in 1950-51

There is a high rise of students in distance mode for post graduate 
and under graduate courses during the period 2015-16 (report 
from AISHE portal).

As per World Bank report 2016, 270 million people in India are 
poor and only 15% have completed their secondary education and 
above.

Different short-term skill oriented programmes have been 
introduced for self-suf iciency by the ODL institutions.

KKHSOU has come up with educating the jail inmates of Assam

ICT enabled learning methods are more interesting than the 
conventional one and attracts more learners.

‘Girls Inspire’ project of Commonwealth of Learning (COL) is 
an initiative taken to educate the girls and women of developing 
countries.
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Open Based Education (OBE), an initiative of NIOS aims at providing 
Primary and Upper Primary level education through alternate 
means of schooling. The OBE Programme is offered for neo literates, 
women and girls, dropouts of formal schooling etc. and makes use 
of the potentialities of Distance Education Mode (DEM) for reaching 
the unreached. 

The Government has also introduced a number of schemes to curb 
these social inequalities.

Thus, both the ODL and Government have been playing a signi icant 
role through their own developmental ways and means to address 
these inequalities.

9. Suggestions:
The following suggestions I would like to put forward regard to the 
aforesaid theme:

More skill-oriented courses must be introduced.

Entrepreneurial courses must be included in the curriculum

Organising frequent seminars on ODL methods of learning.

Like educating jail inmates, ODL institutions can educate the third 
gender of the society as well.

Courses for uneducated house cleaners.

Initiative to stop child labour completely and to educate them.

10. Conclusion:
From the above discussion, it can be concluded that several 

productive initiatives have been

 taken up by ODL institutions on one hand and the Government on 
the other. However, it is

also up to the people to adapt to the changes. Free and transparent 
thinking are of immense

importance in order to address to such inequalities. Though there is 
now an all round  initiative to curb such social menace, it is still far from 
over and a lot is there to be done if our country is at all desirous to be 
free from such evils and for this we, the common people must
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take some onus on our shoulders too.

_________________
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