
Introduction 

‘There is nothing more difficult for success, nor more dangerous to handle, than to 

initiate a new order of things’ Kipp [1].  The Open Distance Learning (ODL)       

system has made its presence felt in the past few decades but still much is to be 

done to make best use of the system. The ODL system has been and is a potential 

agent to take care of the demand and supply equation in higher education.      

Looking at the present trends, the ODL system seems to be at the crossroads.      

Despite the extraordinary growth of educational telecommunications, colleges and 

Universities have yet to exploit the full potential of technology to transform the 

teaching and learning process [2]. Dr. Olcott emphasizes on the fact that 

‘Education on Demand’ will dominate the marketplace and the institutions that 

fail on this front will find themselves out of the competition. The fact is that        

‘the choice is ours; but only if the institutions make the right choice,  and how this 

choice is to be used is the big question. It is not necessary that once the right choice 

is made, success would follow without much effort. The aspect that how well this 

choice is planned and implemented makes all the difference. This requires a 

proper strategy. 
 

Strategy is a plan of action whereby a method is chosen to bring about a desired 

future. After the best alternative is chosen, the implementation part comes into   

existence and this requires a proper strategic framework.  The management of the 

strategy in a proper way is very important. This article tries to reflect on issues   

related to managing strategy in ODL system.  
 

Status of higher education 

Penalvar stated in 1990 that the educational system has evolved due to              

technological advancements and the increasing needs of the learners [3].  Since 

then, many changes have occurred in the structure and goals of the education    

system that are based on several other factors. Some of the changes, which can be 

witnessed in the present scenario, are as follows: 

 Education has become an agent of social change from merely imparting a     

system for traditional values; 

 It is now not the privilege of high class anymore, it has reached the                

underprivileged as well; 
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 It has changed the status of women and has played an important role in liberating women 

from the prejudices of the society mainly dominated by men; 

 It has broken the myth that education can only be obtained at an early stage. Research has 

proved that learning is a lifelong process; 

 Teaching and learning have crossed the barrier of the formal system of learning; 

 Diversified streams of education have been introduced. 
 

Educational institutions may be not for-profit organizations but they have to think and act like 

profit making organizations. Profit for educational institution can be measured not in monetary 

terms but in terms of its credibility, growth, etc.  This requires: 

 Identifying changes that have already occurred, and using them as opportunities [4]. 

 Innovating and offering something unique, different and better to the learners. 

 Outsourcing knowledge based activities to increase operational efficiency and cost                  

optimization. 

 Exploiting the core competencies that make growth possible. 

 Defining and identifying the risks faced by organization and deciphering ways to manage it. 

 Identifying issues, and avoiding the crisis and managing them. 

 Innovation is not the only way to success, instead it requires systematic focus on investing in 

research and development [5]  
 

Taking into consideration the overall view, it can be said that the education system has evolved for 

the betterment of the society but there are issues which need to be addressed. Here, it is important 

to note that the ODL system should not be seen as the panacea to solve all the problems related to 

educational system but can definitely be a part of a solution by bridging the gap between the      

demand for, and supply of education [6]. 
 

Managing strategy 

In the present scenario of competition and complexities, it has become important for the              

institutions to be prepared for the adversities and adapt quickly to the changing conditions. It is 

the need of the hour that knowledge be managed as effectively as possible by the ODL system.  It 

is easier said than done. The basic question is how to manage the adversities. Joe Flower [7]       

suggests some strategic steps for managing knowledge. These steps have been useful for the profit 

making organizations but they can be equally useful for educational institutions also. The three 

steps are as follows: 

Step1: To be prepared i.e., trying to imagine/foresee the crisis, which may arise. 

Step2: A strategic plan should be such that, it clearly defines institutions capacity for learning and 

dealing with change. 

Step 3: The survival and success of an institution depends on the institution’s systematic,            

organized, formal and organic capacity for learning and adapting. 
 

Managing strategy is not an easy task. Many organizations are going in for reformulation of the 

strategy. It has been experimented at the corporate level that rethinking the way one approaches 

for setting the strategy can reap beneficial results at the actual time for [8]. This can very well be 

applied in the ODL system also. The most important part is that the failure of strategy occurs when 

it is not translated into action. Harsha and Shah [9] emphasize on the fact that creating a brand 
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value of the institution is important as it is easier to distinguish from its competitors. The following 

three principles, when put in place, help in managing strategy to its best. These are: 

 Why should one adopt a certain strategy? 

 How to go about the whole process?  

 What will be the cost of the whole process? 
 

The above three questions form the basis of managing the strategy effectively. 
 

The ODL system faces certain challenges in this highly competitive world. It has been studied that 

similar kind of challenges occurs in ODL system as occurring in corporate houses. Kipp [1] has tried 

to analyze these challenges and the seven lessons regarding strategy formation. These challenges 

and lessons can very well be applied to the ODL system. The challenges, which the  system is posed 

with, are: 

 Intellectual challenges 

 Social challenges 

 Institutional challenges 

 Ethical challenges 
 

A proper strategy should be in place to overcome these challenges. Therefore, it is important to keep 

in mind the seven lessons of strategy formation. These lessons are: 

 Right process. 

 Focus on concepts and contexts rather than forecasts and fixes. 

 Acquiring and collecting new knowledge base for new thinking. 

 Concentrating on the strengths of teams. 

 Design of the institution. 

 Seeking and tapping opportunities. 

 Transforming the organization. 
 

This shows that it is important to plan the strategy but it is more important to manage the strategy. 
 

Strategy at an ODL system 

The ODL institutes have a very different management culture than the conventional educational  

institutes. It can be perceived that ODL institutes are ‘marching into the knowledge era’ and are   

formulating new strategies and reformulating old strategies to march into the knowledge era.  Some 

of the strategic issues which are being dealt by such institutes can be highlighted as follows: 

 Applying professional approach in delivery mechanisms; 

 Introducing online delivery at all levels; 

 Shifting from multi-mode delivery mechanism to Executive Information Support System 

(EISS) using Group Decision System (GDS); 

 Applying a feed-forward mechanism to know the views of learners so as to improve upon 

the learning mechanism in the courses offered ; 

 Developing digital repositories. 
 

The core competency of the institution can be enhanced using the following methods: 

 Developing a comprehensive quality assurance system; 

 Enhancing technological competitiveness; 

 Addressing issues related to Intellectual Property Rights. 
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The ODL system must adopt offensive as well as defensive strategic approaches. The offensive        

approach focuses on establishing and developing the core area, extending and stretching and         

defensive approach stresses an paying close attention on the threats from the competitions and act 

accordingly.  The discussion may go on and on but the need is to 

 Integrate 

 Innovate 

 Expand 
 

Managing strategy is a tough task than formulating it, but if followed in a step wise manner it     

becomes one of the major tools of success and helps in developing and sustaining competitive    

advantage. 

 

Conclusion 

The ODL system has come a long way but it still has to improve to sustain its credibility in the 

market.  Converting the challenges into opportunities can do this.  In a country like India, where 

the ODL system is one way to reach to the remotest corner, managing strategy in an effective   

manner can enhance the usefulness of the system. This requires certain global defense            

mechanisms.  India is a land of opportunities but innovating and improving continuously can only 

tap these opportunities.  Capacity additions and alliances are the key for growth and survival. In 

the words of the famous Management guru Peter Drucker [10] ‘Identify the future that has       

already happened’.  
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Developing a conceptual framework for innovations in 

distance education: Sharing of experience at NCIDE 
Each year, since 2006, the Indira Gandhi National Open University (IGNOU) has been awarding 

the ‘Gold Medal in Innovations in Distance Education’ at its annual convocation. We at the         

National Centre for Innovation in Distance Education (NCIDE) are entrusted with the processing 

and screening of the entries for final selection of the winner. 
 

When we were given this activity in 2006 for the first time, we realized that we needed guidelines 

for screening these entries. However, we found that there was no precedence. Let alone guidelines, 

we did not even have a basic conceptual framework on what constitutes innovation in distance       

education. There does exist a definition for innovation in general, parameters to identify             

innovations in general, and a lot of work had been done worldwide on the “quality aspects of    

distance education” too,  but not on   innovations in distance education in particular. This was a 

very specific area where no one had worked before, not just in this country but the world (At least 

we did not know of any then, and still do not know of). Therefore, there were no specific             

parameters to identify innovations in   distance education. 
 

So we evolved a working conceptual framework based on which we could identify innovations in 

distance education.  
 

We began by studying about innovation in general and its definition. Then we proceeded to    

identify the areas or categories of innovations in distance education. Once we identified the areas, 

we tried to explain what constitutes an innovation in that area. Then we went on to identify the 

parameters for the innovations. Provided in the following sections are the brief details. In this  

connection the NCIDE has published a report in 2009 [1] and subsequently we presented a paper 

in the ICDL Conference in 2010 [2].  
 

Area of Innovations in Distance Education 
 

We identified six categories of innovations in distance education. These are [1, p 7-8]: 

1.  Innovative Programme 

2.  Innovative application of ICT in delivery mechanism 

3. Innovations in admission procedures and learner support 

4. Innovations in evaluation methodologies and practices 

5. Innovations supporting convergence of systems 

6. Quality management and benchmarking 

http://iranscope.ghandchi.com/Anthology/Drucker-Future.htm
http://www.ignou.ac.in/ncide/Report250209.pdf


These categories are explained below:  
 

1. Innovative Programme: A programme forms the core of the Open and Distance Learning 

(ODL) system and refers to either a certificate, diploma or degree programme. The main     

component of a programme is the instructional design, which is the special design of the 

teacher’s instructions to the learners (study material) of the ODL system. The instruction is 

learner-centric instead of teacher-centric and has features that the learner easily understands. 

Innovations are possible in the design, content and delivery of the programme. To illustrate, 

the programmes that are considered innovative may contain new content which includes     

contemporary development issues, special education programmes, promoting Indian culture, 

constitutional laws, clean environment, etc., among others. Any novelty in the design, content 

of programme is considered an innovation in this category. 

2. Innovative application of ICT in delivery mechanism: The ODL system uses different           

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) tools to deliver its Programmes to the    

students. These tools include audio and video CDs, interactive radio, television,                     

teleconferencing, videoconferencing, digital repository and online teaching. Another              

important ICT tool, the mobile, is showing good promise as a means of instructional delivery 

to the ODL learner. Any creative intervention that uses ICT in print material production and 

its distribution to learners is also considered an innovation in this category. 

3. Innovations in admission procedures and learner support: The admission procedure to the 

ODL system involves walk-in-admission, online or through entrance tests. There is much 

scope of innovation in the area of admissions that would ease the workload of the staff         

involved. Similarly, the learner support system is overloaded and is slow owing to several   

factors. The use of ICT tools are needed in student support solutions such as online student 

registration, online programme delivery, online evaluation of assignments and project reports, 

online examination, online availability of results. An innovative practice, that is useful and  

effective; and also has the characteristic of user-friendliness and cost effectiveness, or an        

innovative application of technology and idea in admission procedures and learner support 

has been considered as an innovation in this category. 

4. Innovation in evaluation methodology: Evaluation of students in ODL system becomes critical 

since the learner is not present physically in front of teachers/evaluators as in case of              

traditional teaching/evaluating mode. The learner in ODL system is generally evaluated by 

providing self assessment questions in the course book itself, questions at the end of each unit, 

multiple choice questions, projects, assignments, and through term end examination. Any   

innovative method or practice that contributes to the efficiency of the evaluation system is  

considered an innovation under this category. 

5. Innovations supporting convergence of systems: Convergence of systems is envisioned to ease 

the flow of students from the ODL system to conventional system and vice versa. Today in  

India, although the transfer of students from the conventional system to the ODL system is 

easy, the reverse is not true. As a  result, the students of the ODL system face difficulties. The 

rules of admission need to be reworked in detail to enable the transfer of students from one 

system to another with ease. The creation of intelligent solutions to address credit transfers, 

exemptions, transfers, recognition of prior learning etc., have been considered as innovations 

under this category. 
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6. Quality management and Benchmarking:  Quality management plays a key role in developing 

and maintaining quality in distance education institutes. It deals with the quality of the learning 

experience and the support services. It helps to ensure the completion rates of studies and     

diminishes dropout figures and results in satisfied students who may in the future be  willing 

to start new studies. Benchmarking is one form of monitoring and measurement used in quality 

management. Benchmarking is being highly used in educational organizations to evaluate   

various aspects of the teaching-learning processes in relation to best practice or innovations. It 

provides new methods, ideas and tools to improve the effectiveness of the organization. A  

practice that has markedly improved the quality of the ODL system is considered an innovation 

under this category. 
 

Parameters of Innovation in Distance Education 
 

The parameters for determining what constitutes an innovation in distance education included the 

parameters till 2009 i) New, ii) Useful, iii) Increase in efficiency, iv) Cost effective, v) Compatible, 

vi) Adaptable, and vii Reach [1, p 7].  In the subsequent years the following three parameters were 

added by NCIDE; viii) Repetitiveness, ix) Overall Impact, and x) Sustainability.  
 

1. New: The element of novelty should be evident in the innovation.  

2. Useful: The innovation should have proven its usefulness to the end users.  

3. Increase in efficiency: The innovation should have proven to increase the efficiency of the      

system in which it is implemented.  

4. Cost effective: The innovation should be inexpensive to implement and use. 

5. Compatible: The innovation should be compatible with the existing system.  

6. Adaptable: The innovation should have features that enable its adaptation to other similar     

systems. 

7. Reach: The innovation should allow easy access for all the users. Even users in the remote     

areas should be able to have access to it. A wide reach of the innovation is expected. 

8. Repetitiveness: The innovation should enable its repetition and scalability, so that it could be 

reproduced by independent users and also scaled up to be used by many users. 

9. Overall Impact: The innovation should have a proven overall impact over the span of a few 

years on the users in terms of numbers of users and quality of change the innovation has 

brought about in the users’ lives. 

10. Sustainability: The innovation should be sustained by the system implementing it over a      

period of time, without any adverse impact.  

To conclude, the development of a conceptual framework for innovations in distance education is 

an ongoing process and much work needs to be done on this. We at NCIDE are continuing with 

this mission.  

Dr. Moumita Das 

Assistant Director, 

NCIDE, IGNOU 
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Understanding Innovation 
Presently, the term ‘innovation’ is being used very frequently in almost all walks of our life. 

Most of the business houses, industries and educational institutes have special provisions for 

promoting innovation. Not only this, knowingly or unknowingly we also do innovation in our 

day-to-day life. Do you know what does ‘innovation’ mean? Many a times, it is noticed that 

many of us  consider innovation as the introduction of new technologies. It is true that          

innovation has led to the development of several new technological products and processes, 

but the fact is that  innovation is much more than just the introduction of new technologies. Let 

us see how innovation is  being defined by different dictionaries and researchers. 

 

According to the BusinessDictionary.com “an idea, to be called an innovation, must be         

replicable at an economical cost and must satisfy a specific need. Innovation involves            

deliberate application of information, imagination and initiative in deriving greater or           

different values from resources, and includes all processes by which new ideas are generated 

and converted into useful products.” 

 

The University of Melbourne  perceives innovation as “something new or improved, having    

marketable potential, including refinement of existing technologies, or development of new        

applications for existing technologies.”  

 

Wikipedia defines Innovation as a new idea, more effective device or process.  Further it says 

that innovation can be viewed as the application of better solutions that meet new                  

requirements,  inarticulated needs, or existing market needs. This is accomplished through 

more effective  products, processes, services, technologies, or ideas that are readily available to 

markets,  governments and society. The term innovation can be defined as something original 

and more  effective and, as a consequence, new, that "breaks into" the market or society. As per 

the Merriam-Webster Dictionary innovation is the act or process of introducing new ideas,  

devices, or methods. 

 

According to a report ‘Something new under the sun: A special report on innovation’, by Vijay 

Vaitheeswaran,  published in the Economist on October 13, 2007, “Technically, “innovation” is 

defined merely as “introducing something new;” there are no qualifiers of how                 

ground-breaking or world-shattering that something needs to be - only that it needs to be     

better than what was there before. And that’s where the trouble starts when an organization 

requests “innovation services” from a consulting firm. Exactly what are they really requesting? 

The fact is, innovation means different things to different people.” 

 

Marc Chason, Motorola Labs defines innovation as  “the actions required to create new ideas, 

processes or products which when implemented lead to positive effective change. While             

invention requires the creation of new ideas, processes or products, innovation moves one step      



further and requires implementation of the inventive act. Innovation also implies a value         

system which seeks to derive a positive outcome from the inventive act. For example, actions 

which lead to a negative performance metric would not be considered innovative, even if they 

met the requirements of novelty and enabling actions.” 

 

In view of the above mentioned definitions, we can come out to a consensus that  “Innovation is  

something fresh which may be new, original, or improved  that adds value.” In fact something 

new cannot be enough for the definition of innovation unless there is value addition. Here it is 

important to be noted that the “something” could be a process, product, or service and can start 

as small as your ideas and thoughts in your brain. In that case, it might just be innovative      

thinking. 

 

In simple terms we can say that innovation means doing something new, different, and smarter 

or better that leads to positive difference in the product, process or service.  Innovation can be 

defined as the process of implementing new ideas to add values to the system, product or     

processes. It is also viewed as the application of better solutions to existing problems and        

inarticulate needs. It is about identifying and /or creating new approaches to do what we have 

been doing. The term innovation may refer to both radical and incremental changes to  products,    

processes or services. 

 

Evidently, innovation is the key to the growth and progress of an organization. It is true that the 

organizations that do not innovate effectively may be destroyed by those who do. In fact,         

innovation is linked to performance and growth through improvements in efficiency,               

productivity,  quality, competitive positioning and market share, etc. Normally the unspoken 

goal of innovation is to solve a problem 
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The third meeting of the club was held on 17th June, 2015 at NCIDE. Discussion was held on the 

basic issues related to innovation such as the meaning of innovation, innovation parameters,       

difference between the  an innovation and invention, etc. In the meeting it was decided that all the 

members should explore details about innovation and related issues. It was also suggested that 

brief write ups be prepared on such topics and they should be shared through Innovation blog. In  

order to clarify the concept of innovations, various examples of innovations from daily life were 

discussed and it was suggested that each members should provide a list of few innovations      

highlighting why do they come in the category of innovation. While discussing about innovation it 

was suggested that the club should identify the areas of innovations, particularly in Open and   

Distance Learning system and conceptual framework and indicators should be worked out. The 

best practices being collected by the Inter University Consortium, IGNOU may be reviewed and 

their innovative features may be shared through blog or Ennovate newsletter. 
 

Navonmesh (नवोन्मेष) - a blog on Innovation 

In order to share the views and news related to innovation and creativity amongst the members of 

the innovation club and the general public, a blog named as Navonmesh (नवोन्मेष) has been created 

by the NCIDE. Some important information has also been posted on the blog. The Navonmesh blog 

can be accessed at http://iblog.ignouonline.ac.in/iblog/ . You are welcome to join the blog and give 

your comments and suggestions. You are also requested to provide write ups for the blog. 

Block G,  

Zakir Hussain Bhawan, 

New Academic Complex,  

Maidan Garhi, New Delhi-110068 

Phone: 91-011-29536413 

Fax: 91-011-29536398 

E-mail: ncide@ignou.ac.in 

National Centre for Innovation 

in Distance Education 

NCIDE 

The National Centre for Innovations in  Distance Education 

(NCIDE) was established in December 2005. It is a facility 

for promoting, supporting, re-engineering and                   

disseminating innovations in Open and Distance Learning 

(ODL) system. The NCIDE is a ground for nurturing bright 

and inquisitive minds whose ideas and explorations are   

expected to revolutionise the ODL system to suit the needs 

of Gennext. The Centre's goal is to develop a culture of     

continued search for new and innovative solutions to offer 

seamless education for all, achieve cost efficiency in its     

operations and provide borderless access to quality          

education and training.  
 

We look forward to receiving your suggestions for this        

e-newsletter. We also welcome your contributions for the 

future issues. Please send us your emails addressed to the 

Director, NCIDE at: ncide@ignou.ac.in. 

http://iblog.ignouonline.ac.in/iblog/
mailto:ncide@ignou.ac.in

