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Sisters Penny Castagnozzi, left, and Nancy Telian provide reading aid programs that can help students of all ages.

One provides burials at sea, the other a program designed to help students improve their reading skills. The concepts are certainly dissimilar. But the two businesseas — Reading with TLC and New England Burials at Sea — have one key thing in common: These innovative smaller enterprises share a laser-like focus on their particular service or product — and are poised to take their business to the next level. Indeed, both companies are forecasting significant revenue growth for this year. In this week’s Growth Tools section, we present both their stories.

Reading with TLC: A book of business

The one thing Nancy Alemian Telian and Penny Alemian Castagnozzi wish they had more of these days is time.

“Honestly, we love every single aspect of this business — given the time to get it all done,” said Castagnozzi, 52, who co-owns Weymouth-based Reading with TLC with her sister, Telian.

Only three staff members strong (including Nancy’s husband, Alan Telian, who serves as business manager), their company has established a niche for itself in the market for reading-aid programs aimed at students in pre-kindergarten through Grade 2, as well as those of all ages who have reading disabilities or challenges.

Reading with TLC’s core products are “Lively Letters” and “Sight Words You Can See,” which are each packaged as a set of flash cards and an instructional manual. The products sell for $85 and $35, respectively. Their hook is that the principals have created research-based materials that tie in mouth cues, humorous stories, pictures, hand movements and music to help students better develop their phonemic (sound) awareness and phonics (connecting those sounds to letter shapes) skills. They sell to schools, as well as individuals, such as those in private practice, school educators and parents.

Telian, a speech and language pathologist, and Castagnozzi, a former elementary school educator, developed the program in 1990 and began selling the materials in 1994. They officially incorporated the business as Telian-Cas Learning Concepts Inc., dba Reading with TLC, in 2001.

“We wanted kids to have fun,” said Telian, 56. “But, not only that, our products are known to close achievement gaps in those skills that are known to be predictive of reading success or failure.”

Virginia Lynch, executive director of teaching and learning for Brockton Public Schools, praised the products as “visually engaging to the student. ... It’s very interactive.”

In 2010, revenue for the company improved by about 36 percent from the year before, and this year, the principals are projecting improvements of 85 percent..

A key factor in the company’s growth, the principals said, is that over the last couple of years they’ve ramped up the number of events they’ve presented at or held across the country to promote the materials. Last year, they did about 33 such events — a combination of speaking engagements at conventions, free seminars, on-site seminars contracted by school systems and off-site seminars put on by the company itself. They already have 31 such events booked or scheduled so far this year, whereas last year at this time, there were only 10 seminars on the books. This strategy has allowed the company to grow its presence nationally, as well as north of the border — in markets such as Nevada, Florida and Calgary, Alberta.

To help address the demand, the principals have contracted with several trainers nationally and would eventually like to have trainers in every state.

Additionally, the principals have given out “scholarships,” whereby they have waived the seminar fee to qualified attendees — such as those in leadership positions or those traveling to a New England seminar from outside the area.

“Our biggest problem (previously) was having people find out what our program is,” said Castagnozzi. “Once people have seen one of our programs at one of our trainings, they love it.”

