
133 International Research: Journal of Library & Information Science | Vol. 1 No. 2, Dec. 2011 

 

Higher Education and Digital Divide In India 

Intekhab Alam 

Librarian, A.K.K.  

New Law Academy, Pune – 411001 (India) 

E-mail: ias.librarian@gmail.com 

 

 

Abstract: This article discusses the 

initiatives made by the Government of India 

towards the building ICT infrastructure and 

access to scholarly information in the 

institutions of higher learning. The author 

emphasizes various schemes and ongoing 

projects of the UGC and other Government 

bodies to bridge the digital divide among the 

Universities and Colleges in various states 

in India. The paper gives description rather 

than to draw any conclusion and also 

highlight some of the challenges and 

barriers to bridge the digital divide.  
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Introduction 

The World Wide Web and the 

Internet, electronic media, application of 

information and communication 

technologies (ICTs) has changed the human 

life at great extent and has brought 

transformation in the society. For many 

people however, it is very difficult or 

impossible to access electronic information 

due to various reasons. There is a gap 

between people with easy access to 

electronic information and technology and 

those with very limited or no access at all. 

This lack of access 

creates so-called 

“Digital Divide”. 

The Organisation 

for Economic Co-operative and 

Development (OECD) (2001) defined digital 

divide as “the gap between individuals, 

households, businesses and geographic areas 

at different socio-economic levels with 

regard both to their opportunities to access 

information and communication 

technologies and their use of the Internet for 

a wide variety of activities”
1
. 

The digital divide can be classified at 

international and national level and within a 

nation it exists in a variety of other levels; 

rural and urban level, between educated and 

uneducated peoples, between socially 

excludes and included peoples, between 

poor and rich and even at individual level or 

gender level. When we talk about the digital 

divide and higher education, our intension is 

to check the differences in terms of 

availability and access to ICT infrastructure 

and access to scholarly information, skills 

and competency of the users among the 

institutions of higher learning. 

Scope of the Paper 

 The scope of this paper is to evaluate 

the efforts made by the Government of India 

particularly by the Ministry of Human 

Resource Development (MHRD) and the 

bodies under the MHRD to bridge the digital 

divide among the institutions of higher 

learning. It discusses several ongoing 

projects and schemes of the University 
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Grants Commission (UGC), Information and 

Library Network (INFLIBNET) Centre and 

other Government Organisations to 

overcome these barriers. This paper 

describes the endeavors rather than to draw 

any conclusions. The information is 

collected from various resources and 

discussion is based on the following relevant 

parameters: 
 

1. Growth and Development of 

Information Literacy and Physical 

Access to ICT  

2. Growth and Development of Higher 

Education  

3. Initiative, Opportunities and 

Prospects made towards bridging the 

Digital Divide 

4. Challenges and Barriers to Bridging 

the Digital Divide 

1. Growth and development of 

information literacy and physical access 

to ICT 

Information literacy is considered as 

an important factor for socio-economic 

development and survival in the knowledge 

society and to cope with the competitive 

world. India is classified in Digital Inclusion 

Index at 39 as an extreme risk country, it 

means that the country‟s population suffers 

from a severe lack of digital inclusion.
2
  ICT 

has helped to facilitate the economic growth 

that the country has experienced in recent 

years, but the benefits of such technology 

have remained concentrated within 

particular geographic locations and social 

groups. A large internal digital divide has 

grown in India, where minorities of wealthy, 

educated individuals living in urban areas 

have good access to ICT. Across the 

country, a very low number of households 

own a computer and internet usage and 

broadband subscriptions are low. 

 

2. Growth and Development of Higher 

Education  

 Literacy level and educational 

attainment are vital indicators of 

development in a society. According to the 

Census 2011 total population (provisional) 

of India, at 1210.2 million, is almost equal 

to the combine population of U.S.A., 

Indonesia, Brazil, Pakistan, Bangladesh and 

Japan and literates constitute 74 percent of 

the total population aged 7 years and above.
3
  

There were 20 Universities and 500 

Colleges at the time of independence. At 

present, there are 504 Universities and 

university-level institutions (as on 31 Dec. 

2009) - 243 State Universities, 53 State 

Private Universities, 40 Central Universities, 

130 Deemed Universities, 33 institutions of 

national importance established under Acts 

of Parliament, 5 Institutions established 

under various State legislations. In addition, 

there are 25,951 Colleges including around 

2,565 Women Colleges. Out of 25,951 

Colleges, 7,362 Colleges (28 percent) have 

been recognized under Section 2 (f) and 

5,997 Colleges (23 percent) under Section 

12(B) of the UGC Act, 1956.
4
  The UGC is 

a statutory body established by an Act of 

Parliament in 1956 for the coordination, 

determination and maintenance of standards 

of university education.
5
 Apart from 

providing grants to Universities and 

Colleges, the Commission also advises the 

Central and State Governments on the 

measures which are necessary for the 

development of higher education. To assess 

and accredit the institutions of higher 

education institutions in the country, the 

Government of India established National 

Assessment and Accreditation Council 

(NAAC), an autonomous body under the 
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UGC in 1994. The NAAC has given due 

importance to ICT infrastructure and 

application of ICT in teaching learning and 

administration process under its various 

criteria for the purpose of assessment and 

accreditation.  

The quality of education must meet 

the demand and supply situation to reduce 

the gap between technology haves and have 

nots and help bridging the digital divide. 

Now most of the higher educational 

institutions increasingly use Internet to 

improve administrative processes, on-

campus instructional and distance learning.
6
 

 

3. Initiative, Opportunities and Prospects 

Made Towards Bridging the Digital 

Divide 

 ICT has provided an opportunity to 

access information resources globally at a 

reasonably negligible cost. Everything that 

is needed for teaching and learning is 

available on Internet in the form of e-

resources. To make sure that institutions of 

higher learning could have required 

infrastructure and staff with skills to utilize 

this infrastructure to get access to the e-

resources, the Government of India has been 

started various projects and schemes to 

reduce the digital divide. Although these 

benefits are available for those colleges and 

universities which are covered under section 

2(f) and 12(B) of the University Grants 

Commission Act, 1956 but in some cases 

other institutions are also eligible. Some of 

the important steps taken towards bridging 

the gap are discussed as follows: 

2.1 UGC Scheme for Establishment of 

UGC-Network Resource Centre in Colleges 

The UGC has been assisting colleges 

which are covered under Section of 2(f) and 

12 (B) of the UGC Act for procuring 

computers since 1987. The present scheme 

was introduced in the Tenth Plan (2002-

2007) and is continuing in the Eleventh Plan 

(2007-2012). The UGC provides one-time 

assistance for Hardware, Software, Printer, 

UPS, Fax Modem (Internal or External), 

Maintenance and Internet Connectivity. The 

objective of the scheme is to create 

awareness among the staff and students 

about the use of computers and various 

activities like administration, finance, 

examination and research. In addition to 

information and communication network, 

this would help colleges to have an access to 

multimedia material in teaching and learning 

at the places of eminence in India and 

abroad.
7
 

2.2 UGC Scheme for Establishment/ 

Upgradation of Computer Centres in 

Universities 

 The UGC has been assisting 

universities for setting up Computer Centre 

since 1970 for the growth and development 

of teaching, research and other related 

activities in addition to the work relating to 

the administration, finance, examination and 

admission procedures of the university. The 

universities listed under Section 12(B) of the 

UGC Act and deemed to be universities 

which are receiving Plan or Non-Plan grants 

are eligible to receive funds from UGC to 

establish Computer Centre. Every Computer 

Centre is expected to conduct atleast 5 

computer literacy courses of minimum two 

week duration every year for 

students/teachers/university employees at a 
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nominal charge. Those universities who 

have already established Computer Centre 

are eligible for upgradation grant after five 

or more years.
8
 

2.3 UGC-INFONET Connectivity 

Programme 

This programme was launched in 

December 2002 to bring about a qualitative 

change in the academic infrastructure, 

especially for higher education. Under this 

initiative, the UGC facilitate modernization 

of university campuses with state-of-the-art 

campus wide networks and has set up its 

own nationwide network named UGC-

INFONET with INFLIBNET as its 

executing and coordinating agency. Services 

of ERNET India was hired to provide 

Internet connectivity as well as for resources 

conceptualization, planning, establishing 

and maintaining network and 

communication infrastructure for all 

universities covered under Section 12(B) of 

the UGC Act.
9
 With expansion of the 

programme to additional universities and 

increase in demand for additional Internet 

bandwidth, the UGC have been switched to 

BSNL for better Internet Services and 

renamed the programme as UGC Infonet 

2.0. On the new scheme 10 Mbps (1:1) 

Leased line is being established in 180 plus 

universities preferably by using fiber to 

provide Internet Services.
10

  UGC provides 

funds to INFLIBNET Centre required for 

providing Internet Connectivity to the 

universities. 

2.4 National Knowledge Network 

 The Government of India approved 

the establishment of the National 

Knowledge Network (NKN) on 25 March 

2010 with an objective to bring together all 

the stakeholders in Science, Technology, 

Higher Education, Research & Development 

and Governance.
11

  NKN with its multi-

gigabit capacity aims to connect all 

universities, research institutions, libraries, 

laboratories, healthcare, agricultural 

institutions across the country to felicitate 

the flow of information and knowledge, 

multidisciplinary research and collaborative 

paradigm. The leading mission oriented 

agencies in the fields of nuclear, space and 

defence research are also part of NKN. This 

network will enable scientists, researchers 

and students from across the country to 

work together for advancing human 

development in critical and emerging areas 

and hence will bring about a knowledge 

revolution that will be instrumental in 

transforming the society and promoting 

inclusive growth.
12

 

2.5 National Mission on Education 

through Information and Communication 

Technology  

 The National Mission on Education 

through Information and Communication 

Technology (NMEICT) is a scheme 

sponsored by the Government of India in 

collaboration of State Governments.  

The main objective in the first phase 

of this mission is building connectivity and 

knowledge network among and within 

institutions of higher learning in the country 

and spreading digital literacy for teacher 

empowerment. Other objectives of the 

mission are to develop efficient learning 

modules, availability of e-knowledge 

contents free of cost and providing support 
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for creation of Virtual Technological 

Universities.
13

  

2.6 UGC-INFONET Digital Library 

Consortium 

 The UGC-INFONET Digital Library 

Consortium is major initiative of the UGC to 

bring qualitative change in academic 

libraries in India. It was formally launched 

in December 2003 after providing the 

Internet connectivity to the universities 

under the UGC-INFONET programme. It is 

a national initiative for providing access to 

scholarly electronic resources including full-

text and bibliographic databases in all 

subject disciplines to academic community 

in India. It facilitates access to high quality 

e-resources to academia in the country to 

improve teaching, learning and research.
14

  

Presently 268 universities are members of 

these consortia.
15

 UGC provides funds 

required for subscription to e-resources for 

all the universities under the consortium. 

  

2.7 INDEST-AICTE Consortium 

 The “Indian National Digital Library 

in Engineering Sciences and Technology 

(INDEST) 

Consortium” was set-up in 2003 by the 

Ministry of Human Resource Development, 

Government of India. The Ministry provides 

funds required for providing access to 

electronic resources to the core members 

through the consortium headquarters set-up 

at the Indian Institute of Technology, Delhi. 

The INDEST Consortium is the most 

ambitious initiative taken so far in the 

country. The benefit of consortia-based 

subscription to electronic resources is not 

confined to major technological institutions 

i.e. IISc, IITs, NITs, IIMs and other 

Government Institutions in the country but 

also extended to all the educational 

institutions recognised by the All India 

Council of Technical Education (AICTE) 

and UGC under its open-ended 

proposition
16

.  

 

2.8 N-LIST 

 The Project entitled "National 

Library and Information Services 

Infrastructure for Scholarly Content (N-

LIST)", being jointly executed by the UGC-

INFONET Digital Library Consortium, 

INFLIBNET Centre  and the INDEST- 

AICTE Consortium, IIT Delhi was formally 

launched on 4th May, 2010, provides for 

cross-subscription to e-resources subscribed 

by the two Consortia, i.e. subscription to 

INDEST-AICTE resources for universities 

and UGC-INFONET resources for technical 

institutions; and access to selected e-

resources to colleges.  

The N-LIST project provides access 

to e-resources to students, researchers and 

faculty from colleges and other beneficiary 

institutions through server(s) installed at the 

INFLIBNET Centre. The authorized users 

from colleges can now access e-resources 

and download articles required by them 

directly from the publisher's website once 

they are duly authenticated as authorized 

users through servers deployed at the 

INFLIBNET Centre. 

 As on 8 May 2011, a total number of 

1305 colleges are getting access to the e-

books and e-journals through the N-LIST 

programme which are covered under Section 

2(f) and 12 (B) of the UGC Act. The number 
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of statewise colleges who joined the N-LIST 

is given in table-1 below.  

Thirty seven colleges are associate 

members of the N-LIST and remaining 

colleges are being advised to join the 

initiative as N-LIST Associates
17

.  

Table-1 

Sr

. 

N

o. 

State No. of 

Colle

ges  

Sr

. 

N

o. 

State No. of 

Colle

ges 

01 

Andama

n and 

Nicobar 

Islands 

1 17 Kerala 102 

02 
Andhra 

Pradesh 
58 18 

Madhya 

Pradesh 
31 

03 

Arunach

al 
Pradesh 

2 19 
Maharas

htra 
274 

04 Assam 58 20 Manipur 30 

05 Bihar 16 21 
Meghalay

a 
11 

06 
Chandig

arh 
6 22 Mizoram 7 

07 
Chhattis

garh 
23 23 Nagaland 2 

08 
Daman 

and Diu 
0 24 Orissa 39 

09 Delhi 28 25 
Pondicher

ry 
3 

10 Goa 15 26 Punjab 45 

11 Gujarat 94 27 
Rajastha

n 
12 

12 Haryana 7 28 Sikkim 1 

13 
Himacha

l Pradesh 
32 29 

Tamil 

Nadu 
92 

14 

Jammu 

and 

Kashmir 

27 30 
Uttar 

Pradesh 
23 

15 
Jharkhan

d 
4 32 

Uttarakha

nd 
3 

16 
Karnatak
a 

183 33 
West 
Bengal 

76 

Source: 

http://nlist.inflibnet.ac.in/statelist.php data as on 

09/05/2011 

 The data given in the table 1 above 

show that Maharashtra is on the top to 

utilize the N-LIST services and there is a 

wide digital divide between Maharashtra 

and other 4 biggest states (Andhra Pradesh, 

Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh and 

Rajasthan).  

2.9 INFLIBNET/N-LIST Training 

Programme 

The INFLIBNET Centre conducts 

extensive training programmes for the 

benefit of library staff, faculty, students and 

research scholars from various universities. 

The awareness programmes provides 

training on usage of e-resources provided 

under the UGC Infonet Digital Library 

Consortium so as to promote its usage by the 

faculty, research scholars, students and 

library professionals across the country. 

 Besides all these schemes/projects 

UGC is also granting funds directly or 

indirectly to bridge the digital divide. 

Academic staff colleges are instructed to 

spare one week time to ICT contents and 

training during the Orientation Course of the 

teachers and also to conduct Refresher and 

Short term courses in ICT Applications. 

  

4. Challenges and barriers to bridging the 

digital divide 

 In higher education the digital divide 

can be viewed at two levels. The first is 

where students and scholars are concerned 

about equity in access to technology, 

particularly in relation to hardware and 

software. Though many of these issues are 

being addressed by educational institutions 

and relevant government authorities, there is 

still a gap for considerable improvement. 

More recently there developed a second 

level of the educational digital divide. It is 
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the divide not between those who have and 

do not have access to hardware and software 

but rather addresses the variation in skills 

using technology.
18

 

 India is a country of having a 

multicultural and multilingual population. A 

large percentage of information contents for 

higher education are in English, which is a 

barrier for the people whose interest is not in 

English language. One of the most important 

factor to narrow down the digital divide 

uninterrupted supply of electricity. But in 

India, especially in rural areas and small 

cities supply of electricity is a big issue. 

Power supply is the one that requires most 

careful attention. ICT initiative in rural areas 

can not get far without solving the problems 

associated with power. Alternative power 

sources should be exploited to meet power 

requirement in rural areas.
19

  Besides this in 

some states overall adoption of technology 

is high but some states are not able to adopt 

efficiently. It is a massive problem and a 

very complex problem too. There are many 

reasons which can be held responsible for 

digital divide in Indian higher education 

system. 

Conclusion 

Government of India made 

encouraging efforts to bridge the educational 

digital divide by initiating a number of 

projects and programmes for the institutions 

of higher learning.  Most of the private and 

reputed institutions are for away in the 

implementation of ICT but a lot more to be 

done in the Government aided institutions 

and especially in those institutions which are 

located in remote areas and educationally 

backward areas. The government policies 

are very positive and encouraging for 

bridging this divide. The public private 

partnership model will also help to come 

over this gap. 
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