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ABSTRACT
The rapid digital transformation of higher education has significantly altered teaching–learning practices across the globe. In India, the Study Webs of Active-Learning for Young Aspiring Minds (SWAYAM) has emerged as a flagship national Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) platform, enhancing access, equity, and quality in higher education. This study examines SWAYAM as the evolving digital DNA of Indian higher education by analyzing enrolment trends over the past five years and comparing them with global MOOC adoption patterns. Drawing on secondary data from government publications and international MOOC reports, the analysis reveals sustained and substantial growth in SWAYAM enrolments, increasing from about 1.2 crore learners in 2019–20 to over 4 crore cumulative enrolments by 2023–24. This expansion has been driven by policy initiatives such as the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, UGC credit transfer mechanisms, and the growing acceptance of blended and online learning models. In parallel, global MOOC platforms have expanded rapidly, surpassing 220 million learners worldwide, indicating the mainstreaming of digital and hybrid education. The findings suggest that SWAYAM has evolved from a supplementary platform into an integral component of India’s higher education ecosystem, marking a paradigm shift toward inclusive, flexible, and lifelong learning.
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INTRODUCTION
The digital transformation of higher education has emerged as a defining feature of contemporary knowledge societies, driven by rapid technological advancements and the growing demand for accessible and flexible learning models. Globally, Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) have reshaped the way education is delivered, enabling learners to transcend geographical, economic, and institutional barriers. In India, this transformation has been institutionalized through the launch of the Study Webs of Active-Learning for Young Aspiring Minds (SWAYAM), a flagship initiative of the Government of India aimed at democratizing higher education.
SWAYAM represents a strategic response to long-standing challenges in the Indian higher education system, including limited access, regional disparities, faculty shortages, and rising costs. By offering free, high-quality courses developed by leading national institutions, SWAYAM integrates digital learning into the mainstream academic framework. The platform gained significant momentum following the COVID-19 pandemic, which accelerated the adoption of online and blended learning practices across universities and colleges.
Further strengthening its role, policy initiatives such as the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and the University Grants Commission’s credit transfer regulations have legitimized MOOCs as an integral component of formal higher education. As a result, SWAYAM has evolved from a supplementary learning tool into a structural pillar of India’s digital education ecosystem. This study conceptualizes SWAYAM as the “new DNA” of Indian higher education, examining its enrolment trends and situating its growth within the broader context of global digital learning transformations.
History of SWAYAM
The origins of SWAYAM can be traced to India’s early initiatives in open and distance learning, which sought to expand access to higher education beyond the limitations of physical campuses. Prior to SWAYAM, the Government of India launched several digital education projects such as the National Programme on Technology Enhanced Learning (NPTEL) in 2003, which provided online engineering and science courses through leading Indian Institutes of Technology (IITs) and Indian Institute of Science (IISc). These initiatives laid the foundational framework for large-scale online education in the country.
Recognizing the growing global influence of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) and the need for a unified national platform, SWAYAM was officially launched in 2017 by the Ministry of Education (formerly Ministry of Human Resource Development). The platform was designed to host high-quality courses from school education to postgraduate level, developed by premier institutions such as IITs, IIMs, central universities, and national boards. SWAYAM adopted a four-quadrant approach—video lectures, reading material, self-assessment, and discussion forums—to ensure comprehensive learning experiences.
In subsequent years, SWAYAM expanded rapidly in scope and reach. The introduction of credit transfer regulations by the University Grants Commission (UGC) enabled students to earn academic credits through SWAYAM courses, integrating online learning with formal degree programs. The platform witnessed accelerated growth during the COVID-19 pandemic, which highlighted the critical role of digital learning in ensuring academic continuity.
With the implementation of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020, SWAYAM’s role was further institutionalized as a key instrument for promoting digital education, lifelong learning, and equitable access. Over time, SWAYAM has evolved from an experimental MOOC initiative into a cornerstone of India’s higher education digital ecosystem, symbolizing a paradigm shift in teaching and learning practices.
LITERATURE REVIEW
The growing body of literature on digital learning and Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) highlights their transformative role in higher education systems across the world. Early studies by Yuan and Powell (2013) and Hollands and Tirthali (2014) emphasized MOOCs as tools for widening access, enhancing flexibility, and reducing the cost of higher education. Subsequent research noted that MOOCs have evolved from experimental learning platforms to strategic instruments for institutional branding, lifelong learning, and workforce upskilling. In the Indian context, several scholars have examined the role of SWAYAM as a national MOOC initiative aligned with inclusive education goals. Studies have highlighted that SWAYAM addresses structural challenges such as regional disparities, faculty shortages, and unequal access to quality institutions (Kumar & Kumar, 2019). Research findings indicate that learners perceive SWAYAM courses as academically credible due to their association with premier institutions like IITs and central universities (Sharma & Bansal, 2020). Policy-oriented literature underscores the importance of regulatory support in mainstreaming online education. The introduction of UGC credit transfer mechanisms and the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 has been widely recognized as a turning point in legitimizing MOOCs within formal higher education (Aithal & Aithal, 2021). Empirical studies conducted during and after the COVID-19 pandemic reveal a sharp increase in enrolments and acceptance of blended learning models, positioning SWAYAM as a critical digital infrastructure for academic continuity (Singh et al., 2022). International studies comparing national MOOC platforms suggest that government-backed initiatives like SWAYAM differ from global platforms such as Coursera and edX in their emphasis on equity, affordability, and public good (Zawacki-Richter et al., 2018). However, the literature also points to persistent challenges, including low completion rates, learner engagement issues, and digital divide concerns. Overall, existing studies affirm that SWAYAM represents a structural shift in Indian higher education, warranting further research on its long-term academic, social, and policy impacts.
OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY
The following are the objectives of this study.
1. To examine the growth and enrolment trends of SWAYAM.
2. To analyze the impact of policy initiatives. 
3. To compare SWAYAM with global MOOC platforms.
Research design
The study adopts a descriptive and analytical research design to examine the role of SWAYAM in transforming Indian higher education. It is based entirely on secondary data collected from official government reports, SWAYAM portal statistics, UGC publications, and international MOOC databases. Enrolment trends for the last five years are analyzed using trend analysis and comparative analysis techniques. A comparative framework is employed to contrast Indian SWAYAM enrolments with global MOOC trends. The study follows a qualitative–quantitative mixed approach, combining numerical trend analysis with policy interpretation. Simple tables and trend comparisons are used for data presentation. The research is non-experimental in nature and focuses on macro-level analysis. The findings are interpreted in the context of digital learning, policy reforms, and higher education transformation.
Scope of the Study
This study examines SWAYAM as a transformative digital platform in India’s higher education system and situates it within the global MOOC landscape. It analyzes enrolment trends and platform adoption over the past five years (2019–2024/25), with a primary focus on India and a comparative perspective on international platforms such as Coursera, edX, and Udemy. The research covers undergraduate, postgraduate, engineering, and professional courses offered via SWAYAM, NPTEL, SWAYAM Plus, and SWAYAM Prabha. It evaluates the impact of NEP 2020 and UGC credit transfer regulations on integrating online courses into formal curricula and considers enrolments, course offerings, learner demographics, and digital impact on access, equity, and quality. The study relies on secondary data from official reports, government portals, and international MOOC databases and provides insights for policy planning, digital pedagogy, and lifelong learning frameworks.
Limitations of the Study
The study is limited to secondary data, which may restrict the depth of analysis and overlook institution-specific or regional variations. Enrolment figures indicate registrations rather than completions, potentially overstating engagement. Comparative analysis with international MOOCs is indicative, not exhaustive, due to differences in data reporting. Primary data such as learner or faculty perceptions are not included, and rapid technological or policy changes may affect the long-term relevance of the findings.
Table 1: SWAYAM Enrolment Trends in India
	Year
	Total Course Enrolments (Cumulative)
	Registered Users (Approx.)
	Key Developments

	2019–20
	~1.2 crore
	~60 lakh
	Early growth phase; MOOCs gaining visibility

	2020–21
	~1.8 crore
	~80 lakh
	COVID-19 accelerated digital adoption

	2021–22
	~2.1 crore
	~95 lakh
	Credit transfer policy strengthened

	2022–23
	~3.0 crore
	~1.05 crore
	Rapid expansion in courses and disciplines

	2023–24
	~4.0+ crore
	~1.21 crore
	SWAYAM Plus launch; industry-linked courses


Table 1 reveals that the SWAYAM enrolments show a strong upward trajectory, especially post-pandemic, reflecting increased institutional acceptance, policy support (NEP 2020), and learner demand for flexible, low-cost education.
Table 2: Global Online / MOOC Enrolment Trends
	Year
	Global MOOC Learners (Cumulative)
	Growth Trend
	Key Drivers

	2019
	~110 million
	Moderate
	Gradual global adoption

	2020
	[bookmark: _GoBack]~160 million
	Sharp increase
	Pandemic-driven remote learning

	2021
	~190 million
	High
	University–platform collaborations

	2022
	~210 million
	Steady
	Rise of micro-credentials

	2023–24
	~220–230 million
	Sustained growth
	Hybrid learning & industry certifications


Table 2 represents that the Global MOOCs demonstrate structural growth, transitioning from emergency remote learning to mainstream higher education and professional upskilling.
Impact of NEP 2020 and UGC Credit Transfer Regulations on the Adoption of SWAYAM and Digital Learning Practices
The National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 marks a transformative shift in India’s higher education framework by explicitly promoting digital learning, online education, and technology-enabled pedagogies. NEP 2020 recognizes online platforms as essential tools for improving access, equity, quality, and affordability in higher education. By emphasizing blended learning, virtual laboratories, and digital repositories, the policy created a favorable ecosystem for the large-scale adoption of platforms such as SWAYAM. As a result, higher education institutions were encouraged to integrate SWAYAM courses into their curricula, thereby normalizing online learning as part of formal education rather than treating it as a supplementary activity.
A significant policy intervention supporting SWAYAM is the UGC Credit Framework for Online Learning, which allows students to earn academic credits through approved SWAYAM courses. Under these regulations, students are permitted to complete up to 40% of their total course credits through online learning platforms, subject to institutional approval. This provision substantially increased student participation, as SWAYAM courses now contribute directly toward degree completion. Consequently, both students and institutions have shown greater willingness to adopt SWAYAM-based learning, leading to sustained growth in enrolments and institutional partnerships.
Furthermore, NEP 2020 promotes multidisciplinary education, lifelong learning, and flexibility in academic pathways, all of which align closely with SWAYAM’s modular and self-paced course structure. Faculty development programs offered through SWAYAM have also enhanced digital pedagogy skills among teachers, strengthening the overall teaching–learning ecosystem. Collectively, NEP 2020 and UGC credit transfer regulations have institutionalized digital learning in India, positioning SWAYAM as a core structural component—rather than an optional alternative—of the higher education system
Table 3: Comparative Trend Summary – India vs International
	Dimension
	India (SWAYAM)
	International MOOCs

	Growth Pattern
	Rapid post-2020 expansion
	Exponential, global scale

	Policy Support
	Strong (NEP 2020, UGC credit norms)
	Platform & market driven

	Primary Learners
	University students, faculty, lifelong learners
	Students, professionals, corporates

	Focus Areas
	Degree support, credit transfer, inclusivity
	Skills, credentials, employability

	Digital Impact
	Democratization of education
	Global reskilling ecosystem



Table 3 presents a comparative overview of enrolment and adoption trends between India’s SWAYAM platform and international MOOC platforms, highlighting key structural and functional differences in their evolution and impact.
Table 4: SWAYAM Digital Learning Platforms in India (by Academic / Professional Level)
	Level / Category
	Platform / Provider
	Focus & Offerings
	Typical Courses Covered

	Degree Level (UG / PG Arts, Science, Commerce)
	SWAYAM (Main MOOC Portal)
	Free online courses aligned with university curricula; certificates and credits possible
	Humanities, Social Sciences, Economics, Language, Psychology, Commerce, etc. Pulla Reddy Institute

	Postgraduate Level
	SWAYAM + UGC Coordinated Courses
	PG-level academics with credit transfer support
	Advanced subjects in management, economics, science, arts, etc. Gandhi Institute

	Engineering (UG & PG)
	NPTEL via SWAYAM
	Technical and engineering courses from IITs and IISc
	Aerospace, Civil, Mechanical, Computer Science, EE & ECE, Chemical & Materials Engineering, Mathematics, Physics, etc. Swayam+1

	Professional & Skill-Based
	SWAYAM Plus
	Industry-aligned employability and skill programs (credit applicable where approved)
	AI, Data Science, Digital Marketing, Management, IT, Healthcare, Hospitality, Teacher Education, etc. Indian Institute of Technology Madras+1

	Certificate / Diploma Programs
	IGNOU via SWAYAM
	Certification or diploma courses that enhance professional qualifications
	Short certification, vocational courses, continued education Gandhi Institute

	Open Educational Media (Supplementary)
	SWAYAM Prabha (DTH)
	24×7 broadcast lectures supporting formal and distance education
	Engineering & science subjects, management, arts & humanities, professional education, skill modules Swayam Prabha


Table 4 reveals that the SWAYAM serves as India’s central digital learning platform, offering free, curriculum-aligned online courses for undergraduate and postgraduate learners across arts, science, and commerce. At the postgraduate level, SWAYAM works with UGC to provide academic courses with formal credit transfer options. For engineering education, NPTEL via SWAYAM delivers high-quality technical courses designed by IITs and IISc, covering core and emerging engineering disciplines. SWAYAM Plus focuses on professional and skill-based learning, offering industry-aligned programs aimed at enhancing employability.
These courses emphasize practical skills in areas such as AI, data science, management, and healthcare. IGNOU leverages SWAYAM to offer certificate and diploma programs that support continuing and vocational education. SWAYAM Prabha complements online learning through 24×7 DTH television channels broadcasting educational content. Together, these platforms create an inclusive digital ecosystem supporting formal education, skill development, and lifelong learning across India.
Conclusion
The study highlights that SWAYAM has emerged as a transformative force in Indian higher education, representing a paradigm shift in the adoption of digital learning. The consistent growth in enrolments over the last five years reflects the increasing acceptance of online education among students and institutions. Supported by strong policy frameworks such as the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and UGC credit transfer regulations, SWAYAM has moved beyond being a supplementary platform to becoming an integral component of the formal higher education system.
The comparative analysis with international MOOC platforms reveals that while global MOOCs operate largely on market-driven and employability-focused models, SWAYAM follows a public-good approach, emphasizing inclusivity, affordability, and academic integration. Its focus on degree support, credit recognition, and equitable access addresses long-standing structural challenges in Indian higher education, particularly regional disparities and limited institutional capacity.
SWAYAM can be viewed as the new digital DNA of Indian higher education, embedding flexibility, lifelong learning, and technology-enabled pedagogy into the system’s core. As digital learning continues to evolve, strengthening learner engagement, improving completion rates, and enhancing industry–academia collaboration will further consolidate SWAYAM’s role. The study concludes that sustained policy support and continuous technological innovation will be crucial in ensuring that SWAYAM contributes meaningfully to India’s vision of a resilient, inclusive, and future-ready higher education ecosystem.
Future Scope
The future scope of SWAYAM research emphasizes both quantitative and qualitative dimensions of digital learning in India. Future studies can explore learner engagement, course completion rates, and learning outcomes to assess the effectiveness of SWAYAM beyond enrolment numbers. There is potential to investigate the integration of emerging technologies, such as AI, AR/VR, and adaptive learning tools, to enhance personalized learning experiences. Evaluating the long-term impact of NEP 2020 and UGC credit transfer regulations on student performance and institutional adoption can provide valuable policy insights. Comparative analyses across regions, universities, and socio-economic groups can identify gaps and promote inclusivity. Benchmarking SWAYAM against global MOOC platforms can reveal best practices and strategies to enhance quality and international competitiveness. Additionally, research can examine the role of SWAYAM Plus and other professional courses in bridging the academic–industry skill gap. Longitudinal studies tracking adoption over the next decade can illuminate its evolution and contribution to lifelong learning. 
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