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PlanetRead, a non-profit dedicated to worldwide literacy 

Same Language Subtitling (SLS) is the innovation that led to the creation of PlanetRead, a 501(c)(3) or non-profit in the US dedicated to reading and literacy development.  SLS is now a globally recognized solution for mass literacy and reading development.  It was first conceived in 1996 at the Indian Institute of Management, Ahmedabad, by Dr. Brij Kothari, the Founder Director of PlanetRead.  Studies by the “SLS” research group have found strong evidence that it leads to reading skill improvement on a mass scale, when implemented on popular song-based TV programs (e.g., Bollywood film songs on Indian TV).

What is SLS?

Essentially SLS recommends subtitling the lyrics of film songs (or music-videos) on TV in the ‘same’ language as the audio, with the words changing color in perfect synchronization (see sample clip on www.planetread.org).  Thus, SLS gives subconscious reading practice to millions of ‘Early Reading Viewers (ERVs),’ while also motivating the non-literate and entertaining the literate.  SLS has been implemented in India on two nationally telecast Hindi film song programs (each benefiting 100 million ERVs), and one each in Gujarat (15 million ERVs), Maharashtra (32 million ERVs), and Andhra Pradesh (20 million ERVs) states.  Several studies, including an independent five-state study by AC Nielsen, found that SLS: a) accelerates reading development among ERVs; b) is preferred by 90% viewers; and c) increases program ratings by 15% on national programs and twice as much on state programs.  Cost?  In India, One US Dollar is giving 30 minutes of weekly reading practice to 10,000 people, for ONE ENTIRE YEAR!

PlanetRead, a 501(c)(3) was established to spread SLS in India and other countries.  It recently teamed up with Hewlett-Packard to implement SLS in Andhra Pradesh state TV for one year and produce a DVD of Telugu folk songs, with SLS.

BookBox, Inc. is a for-profit extension of work on SLS.  PlanetRead and BookBox, Inc. have an independent and collaborative association centered around products with SLS.

BookBox, Inc., a social venture dedicated to children’s animated books in the world’s languages (www.bookbox.com)

Vision: An affordable “book” for every child in every language.

Mission: Create audio-visual “books” for children below 10 years of age that are edutaining, available in multiple languages, culturally rooted, make reading automatic, and can be distributed over a variety of existing and mature Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) in the developing and developed world.

Problem: Around the world, there are many children whose parents cannot or do not read to them, cannot find affordable ‘quality’ books in their language(s), and who generally lack a combination of social and economic conditions to encourage basic literacy development.  No surprise, therefore, that in contexts where books are most needed,  the children’s book publishing industry is the least developed.

Demand: Most parents around the world want their children to be literate in their native tongue.  With the emergence of a global information society, many also want their children to learn and be literate in English.  Language diasporas in many countries would like their children to learn their native language and have some exposure at least to their own culture.  There is a demand for books in one’s own language.

Trends: Television access is increasing rapidly and channels are proliferating, especially in developing countries.  Broadcast networks want affordable content.  There is a growing demand for “good” entertainment for children that is neither strictly didactic (because children will not watch) nor crassly entertaining (parents don’t want to show).  Pre-school education is becoming increasingly important.  With busy parental lives in developed countries, cartoon channels or DVDs often serve the purpose of baby-sitting, often with reluctant acceptance of the violent and/or purely entertaining nature of content.  Parents would rather have their children read books but children would rather watch TV.  Printed children’s books are beyond the reach of many families.  Internet and broadband access is reaching more and more people, and with it, paid downloading of content is a fast growing practice.  

Solution: BookBox, Inc. is creating audio-visual “books” in a BookBox (a metaphorical ‘JukeBox’) from published, unpublished, and public domain children’s books from around the world.  Books cna be read in several languages with the text of the audio appearing as perfectly synchronized subtitles at the bottom of the illustrations.  Every book is featured in a growing number of languages.  In addition to pause/replay/skip functions, innovative features include simultaneous subtitles in Roman script and as English translation.  Content distribution is on the internet, DVD/VCD/VHS, and TV.  Books as TV programming content would be a very important product category for mass reading development among children.

Business Model: Unpublished stories accepted by an editorial team are featured, following author/illustrator permissions.  For popular books, BookBox will negotiate publishing contracts, with the royalty split between author/illustrator and BookBox.  BookBox markets individual books or book ‘bouquets.’  Viewers of BookBox books have the option of ordering published/printed books from the distributor.

We are presently focusing on selected language-based markets for literacy and language learning in India (Hindi, English, Bengali) and USA (English, Spanish, Mandarin, Hindi, Bengali).  For India, and other developing countries, we will primarily create TV-Books once we reach a critical number of titles. In the US and other developed countries, our distribution is focused on digital media (e.g., paid high quality downloads, free low quality viewing online, and DVDs).

Value to Society (SROI): BookBox: 1) improves children’s access to quality books based on content/languages from around the world; 2) widens children’s cultural/mental horizons in the north and south; 3) strengthens phonemic (text-sound) associations among early readers; 4) popularizes book reading among children; 5) encourages worldwide children’s book writing/illustrating/publishing in different languages; 6) overcomes the hurdle of publication and distribution in nascent publishing industries through TV books; 7) offers language learning opportunities.

Production: 1st year – 50 books, each developed in Hindi, Bengali, Mandarin, English, and Spanish.  2nd year – 100 more books, all developed in existing BookBox languages, plus Chinese and Arabic.  3rd year – 100 more books, all developed in existing BookBox languages plus others.  Most production is in India due to cost advantages.

Marketing: Initially, marketing efforts are focusing on US and India in that order, with a view to obtain a sound financial footing from the get go.  BookBox books for TV in different countries will be a cornerstone of our marketing efforts, in addition to retailing through the internet.

Competitive advantage: A seven-year run up that innovated and is implementing Same Language Subtitling (SLS) for literacy, on five TV programs in India showing Bollywood film songs.  The synergy between SLS on film songs and BookBox are obvious, requiring the same technology and human resource base.
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