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Kids' Digital Books Take the App Route 

Ruckus Media, Others Line Up Titles for Interactive Reading

By JEFFREY A. TRACHTENBERG 

Picture this: A child cozies up for a bedtime story, but with an electronic book that allows her to, say, tickle a character, record her own voice reading or complete a maze.

Rick Richter, the former head of kids' books at CBS Corp.'s Simon & Schuster, is launching a new media house that specializes in interactive digital children's books, including classics such as "The Velveteen Rabbit." His company, Ruckus Media Group LLC, will make its debut with a line of children's books delivered via software applications that make use of color, video and touch screen capabilities. 

The titles, priced at $3.99 each, will initially be sold via Apple Inc.'s App Store but will be available later this year for a variety of tablet devices. 

The launch illustrates how quickly the digital publishing landscape is changing. While novels and other books that depend only on text can be sold easily as standard e-books, children's picture books are more complicated. 

Until the debut last April of Apple's iPad, the inability of existing e-book reading devices to provide color and video capabilities limited the digital opportunities for picture books and the like. Electronic children's books need that functionality, which is common in applications for games and movies.

Earlier this week, Bertelsmann AG's Random House Inc. partnered with Smashing Ideas Inc., a digital agency based in Seattle that has previously developed games and websites for a variety of clients, to create book-based children's apps for mobile devices. Other publishers, too, have announced apps for children's books, including HarperCollins Publishers Inc., a unit of News Corp., which also owns The Wall Street Journal. 

Ruckus Media, based in Norwalk, Conn., says it is forging partnerships directly with authors, illustrators and developers for the digital rights to titles. It has also struck a deal with Rabbit Ears Entertainment LLC for world-wide mobile rights to a library of classic children's video stories narrated by Hollywood personalities. Ruckus has reformatted some of the videos for mobile use, added games and included interactivity in the book apps, such as a blackboard that can be written on.

Ruckus will kick off with five titles, including "The Velveteen Rabbit," that will go on sale Sept. 28. 

By year-end, Ruckus expects to offer as many as 26 titles for Apple's iPad and iPhone, plus smartphones and other devices running Android, an operating system created by Google Inc. The company says it has a total of 75 titles under contract.

Mr. Richter said the company will pay for the cost of creating each app, which he estimated will range from $12,000 to $30,000. Mr. Richter declined to share the specific revenue split with authors and illustrators.

Writers who have signed up include Jon Scieszka, who a few years ago created Simon & Schuster's "Trucktown" series of children's books, DVDs, and other products. 

"I think that what we'll find in the new app world is that the original stuff will really fly," said Mr. Scieszka. 

He said he continues to work with Simon & Schuster on a variety of projects.

Printed in The Wall Street Journal, page B6


Read more: http://online.wsj.com/article/SB20001424052748704285104575491863029792640.html#printMode#ixzz0zgi5jVXs
