
 Good afternoon everyone.  Pratham books is a not-for-profit children’s book 

publisher.  We set up Pratham books in 2004 as a response to a large gap in the market.  

And in the 7 years that we’ve been around, we’ve developed a fairly radical and a fairly 

alternative model to publishing. I’m going to share the ways in which we do things 

that are quite nontraditional and quite new.  We really see our role as transforming 

children’s publishing and playing a catalytic role in what’s happening in children’s 

publishing.  Just to give you a context of why we were set up and why we do what we 

do; India has 300 million children up to the age of fourteen and we produce 5 million 

books annually, that’s roughly one book for every twenty children.  As opposed to say 

a country like UK which has 2 million children and produces 65 million books, that’s 

every child has access to five books.  So there is a huge dearth of books in the market 

in India.  The second problem is that we’ve got 22 official languages and we’ve got 

hundreds of dialects.  Yet, 80% of the publishing that happens in India for children is in 

English and Hindi.  So, we are not doing enough language publishing in languages that 

children read in, learn in and speak in at home.  These were some of the asymmetries 

that led to the idea of Pratham Books and led to the model that we created which was 

really about affordable books for children in Indian languages.  So this is our mission, 
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it’s to see a book in every child’s hand.  We’re part of a larger campaign, that’s being 

done by another organization which is called Read India, which is focusing on children 

and reading.  So, while we publish books and we don’t actually do reading programs 

on the ground, we are very much linked to the idea of children and reading and books 

playing a very large role in that.  We’ve got to do things differently because traditional 

channels are not going out to those children.  And I’ll walk you through some of the 

elements that make us, what I believe an alternative publisher.  Our twin engines are 

quality and price.  Therefore, price is very very fundamental to what we do.  All our 

books are priced under `30.00, which is roughly- for the people who are not Indian, 

about 60 cents.  And we publish books from `2.00, which is roughly 4 cents all the way 

up to `30.00.  We’ve got very few books that kind of cross the `30.00 barrier, and those 

books are larger books, more pages etc.  We believe in producing quality books.  So 

all our books are all color printed books, on good paper, with good presses, illustrated 

well, written well etc.  Because we really wanted to democratize the joy of reading and 

we felt it was inequitable for a poor child to have a poor reading experience and for 

a rich child to have a good reading experience.  So our model is really about creating 

quality books but at prices that a lot of children will be able to afford.  We are deeply 

committed to being multi lingual.  We publish in 11 languages; we are adding a 12th 

which is Malayalam as we speak.  All our books are published in a minimum of 6 and 

we go all the way up to 11 languages, depending on which book, what the story is etc.  

Because we deal with a very wide socio economic strata, we need to be an inclusive 

diverse publisher, so we do fiction, we do nonfiction, we do books on rivers, on nature, 

on just adventure stories, we’ve done a series on science, we’re working on a book for 

financial literacy among kids.  So really the idea is to create as many kinds of books as 

we want, as kids need.  We’re doing our first comic book, so hopefully at the end of this 

year or early next year we will have our first comic book out.  We’d love to do plays, so 

if there’s anybody who wants to write plays for children or is writing plays for children, 

contact us.  We really want to create a whole set of plays for children that kids can work 

with.  The idea is to really be as diverse and one of the ways we measure ourselves, is 

that what is the new genre that we’ve added to our basket that year.  Because, again as 

I said, our overarching goal is reach and reaching the last child and going out to kids 

who haven’t been covered by the mainstream net of publishing. We need to think out 

of the box because traditional book distribution channels just go that far, they don’t 

go down to the last village.  So we’ve got to think out of the box. For instance I would 

like to share this story with you. Our books are roughly priced at `20 to `30; that’s the 



average cost of the price of a book but we’d heard on the ground feedback that even at 

`25 bucks our books were way too expensive.  So, we said what do we do, because when 

kids are learning how to read and they don’t have access to reading materials the way 

we did when we were growing up, you need to immerse kids into a lot of books.  And at 

`25 the lots of books were not happening.  So, we experimented and we created what 

we call “story card”, which is a simple story printed on an A4 sheet, folded over for the 

form of the book, the form of the book was really important because this was often the 

first book a child read.  So you had to socialize the child to the form of the book, of the 

turn over of a page etc.  And we sell these for `2.00, which is like I was saying 4 cents.  

And these have gone out in the millions on the ground, in literacy programs both urban 

and rural.  The other way that we innovate, actually is our biggest challenge which is 

distribution.  There aren’t traditional distribution channels that sell books in the places 

that we’d like the books to be sold.  What we do is, we then find non-book distribution 

channels and get our books out there. For example, one of the things that we are doing 

right now is we are working with rural post offices in a couple of states and we’ve got 

our books available in post offices.  It’s slow to take off but we believe if we cede the 

idea over the next couple of years, something will happen.  The Indian railways buy 

our books and package them and give them to kids who travel on trains on study tours 

that are conducted by the SSAs across the various states.  We are working in one district 

in U.P. with newspaper vendors, because that seems to be the most, really the mass, last 

mile of distribution that we can cover. One chain of newspaper vendors to sell our books 

through a catalogue.  So while he is distributing the newspapers, slips in the catalogue, 

picks up the order, and sends it back to us.  So again that is slow to start but we are really 

happy to experiment with various models that allow books to be reached to children 

where we believe there is very little availability of books.  We also use technology inter-

estingly and I’ll talk about it in my next slide. 

 We are the only, I think the only mainstream publisher that believes in what we 

call an open content policy.  Which means that we don’t believe content should be cop-

yrighted and locked up in our archives somewhere.  We release a lot of our books under 

creative commons licenses and people take those books and create derivative works out 

of them.  And this is much like Anita was talking about earlier; about you don’t know 

what happens when you put content out.  Somebody in Pakistan took the NCERT text 

books and made CDs out of it right?  So we believe there’s a great multiplier effect in 



using a policy like this.  We’ve got 106 books out in the creative commons and we’ve 

got over 400 derivative works out of those books.  So what are those derivative works?  

We’ve got languages that we don’t work in, so we’ve got Assamese that happened, 

there’s French, there’s Spanish, there’s German.  There are 2 languages under way, they 

are Santali and Hebrew, and somebody is doing a Hebrew translation of some of our 

books.  We’ve got multiple, digital apps.  We’ve got almost a 199 apps of our books.  

They are Ipad apps, android apps, they are iPhone apps, and there is a mobile app that 

is working out.  So there are lots of digital apps that are coming in.  Our books have 

been converted by a radio channel, called Radio Mirchi into audio books for differently 

abled children.  We’ve got braille books; we’ve got almost a 100 books in braille, either 

in easy format or in another format for print impaired children.  But really we’ve gone 

way beyond into area’s that we would not have otherwise been able to reach, but there 

are 400 more products than we originally envisaged.  And we often get lots of questions 

and typically when an author signs up with us we share his policy, and we found great 

deal of acceptance from authors and illustrators on being part of the creative commons 

license.  

 We also, are completely collaborative.  In the 7 years that we’ve been around, 

we’ve had over a dozen publisher collaborations.  Again it’s about the quantum of 

content that you can create with collaborations as opposed to our team doing it.  We’ve 

got all kinds of models in collaboration.  We’ve got publishers to tell us, we’ll keep 

English, you do language, and we are okay with that.  There are publishers who tell us, 

we’ve done these 10 years ago, we don’t think we can do it now, do you want to use that 

content.  We are good with that.  So we are working with multiple options as long as the 

content fits our paradigm of what is the kind of content we want to produce, we are open 

to multiple  forms of collaborations, with publishers because just the total quantum of 

content that becomes available then for the child just becomes that much larger.  So 

really, we see ourselves as a societal mission, we don’t see ourselves as a commercial 

publisher, we don’t measure ourselves by the profit, we don’t make profit, but we don’t 

measure ourselves first by our bottom line.  We have a very strong philosophy that 

guides what we do and therefore some of the metrics that we use to measure ourselves 

are: how many children have we been able to reach? How many books have we been 

able to produce, how many new children have come into the reading net?  We think 

we’ve got a fairly robust model that is high volume, low cost model because we can 

only leverage those costs because we work at the volume that we work in.  And pricing 



is a very key factor in everything that we do.  Heres a quick snapshot of what have we 

done in 7 years.  We’ve got about 215 titles, which across languages translates to about 

1400 plus books and that number changes every month.  We’ve sold 8 million books, 

we’ve sold 8 million of these “story cards” and basically from the estimate that we have 

of how the books get used on the ground, we estimate a readership of about 25 million 

to date.  So over the years we’ve continuously hear anecdotal stories of here’s what this 

book did here, here’s what happened to this book here.  Earlier this year what we did is, 

we said we could have documented some of the impact because we are a publisher, we 

create books, I mean our purpose is to get children to read books.  But I think that the 

impact that we have created on the ground is actually way beyond just the reading of 

books. 

 Now I would like to share some of the stuff that we have been able to do.  Our 

books get used as enhanced learning aids across government schools and community 

programs.  What that means is that teachers use them either as a reading material or 

as supplementary readers or there are organizations like “Santan” in Rajasthan that 

have developed a whole language pedagogy around our books.  For instance, a teacher 

manual has a set of exercises, that tell you what kids need to do.  So a whole kind of 

language pedagogy has developed across I think 20 or 25 of our books.  In rural literacy 

programs, we use these story cards very effectively. In these programs where kids are 

broken up into groups, each kid is given a story card, they read it and exchange it.  

Last year we did a really large program in U. P. where 16,000 villagers got a set of story 

cards and I believe the program was really successful.  So we had a request or multiple 

requests that came in from what we call budget private schools- schools that operate 

at the bottom end of the socio economic pyramid which are often very strapped for 

infrastructure.  And they didn’t have space to create a library because there was no 

extra classroom to be able to create a library.  So they came to us and said is there a way 

that you can give us a library product, but we actually don’t have the space to create 

a library.  So what we created was a library in a classroom where we gave each class 

from 1 to 7 a set of 200 - 300 books depending on the class strength and you got a really 

simple library manual along with that.  So the teacher actually set out and ran a library 

in her classroom.  And this was a very creative as there was no box, there was nothing, 

there was no kind of cupboard.  There were just kind of books hanging on the grill on 

the wall and it was functioning as a library.  Our books are also being used by at least 

4 organizations working with differently abled children.  



 Here’s another interesting story that we got from Bihar.  In 2008, Bihar was 

devastated by the worst floods that they’d seen in many decades.  And schools had 

gotten flooded out and schools were not being conducted.  So a lot of schools were being 

conducted in open dry areas.  So under a tree, in a courtyard etc.  And that’s when we 

heard that our story cards were being used as material for these schools.  We were very 

curious to know why.  So this is what we were told, we were told that you can crush them 

and nothing happens to it, you can unravel it, they work very well in water, they can 

float in water.  So even if there is water the story cards survived.  And you can bundle 

up 200 of these and carry them across wherever you have to because there are portable 

rather than you carrying a whole bunch of books.  This was an extremely interesting 

story and if you see the first picture, story cards are hanging up there on that tree.  In 

this place they are hanging up there.  But, I guess they are water proof and portable.  

 So where is it that we want to be?  For us to get to say 300 million children, 200 

million children study in government schools.  So how do we get to that last child?  

What we want to do is actually get our prices lower and lower and lower and sell these 

at 1 buck, that’s our goal.  And we know that at a certain volume that is possible.  And 

we want to be available in kirana shops.  We are doing this in Tamil Nadu right now.  

These are available like a dispenser, there are 5 stories packaged together and we want 

to be sold in every neighborhood kirana shop in semi urban and in rural areas.  So 

that’s really are goal for Pratham books because we believe that every child should have 

access to reading material and stories all the time.  That’s it, thank you.


