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Abstract
The Haifa International Children's Theatre Festival, established in 1987, is an annual theatre festival for the whole family held in Haifa. This qualitative reception research focuses on young audiences and their accompanying adults. The study aims to explore how children and their parents perceive the theatre festival in Israel, considering it as a comprehensive theatrical event. Our argument, which arises from the findings, centers on the festival reception process involving a sequence of actions undertaken by parents and children, resulting in a distinctive family experience. These actions include Choosing/Selecting the festival's plays; Mediating Theatrical Knowledge; Participating in Performances; Celebrating the Festival as a theatrical event; Reviewing the festival repertoire. To the best of our knowledge, this research marks the first exploration of the reception of young audiences at a theatre festival.


A festival is an enjoyable, energetic, and non-everyday experience for the participants, as Getz (2012, 31) defines it: "themed public and cultural celebration". However, he distinguishes a festival from mere entertainment by "cultural values being expressed" (ibid). In the realm of theatre festivals as a fine art, the quality of performances and the festival as a comprehensive event, are typically significant cultural values for celebration. When considering the quality of a theatre festival for a young audience (TYA), quality serves not only as a cultural value but also an educational one. A TYA festival educates young audiences on how to engage with the performing arts, enabling them to become educated spectators with a broad cultural knowledge. It also imparts human and social values through the contents and issues performed in the festival's repertoire.
Our research centers on the reception of young audiences and their adult companions, recognizing the significance of giving young audiences a voice and shedding light on their perspectives as essential participants in the festival. We have dedicated attention to their experiences and perceptions of the Haifa International Children's Theatre Festival (Haifa Festival) in Israel.
In recent years, the study of theatre reception among young audiences (TYA) has developed, and research has been conducted on how attending a theatre performance affects young audiences socially, emotionally, and cognitively. However, these studies primarily focus on the reception of single performances, and there is a significant lack of research on theatre festivals for young audiences. The purpose of this study is to examine the reception of a theatre festival for young audience in Israel and understand how children and their parents perceive the festival as a comprehensive theatrical event.
The Haifa International Children's Theatre Festival, established in 1987, is a theatre festival for the entire family held annually in Haifa. The festival spans approximately three days and showcases numerous plays and performances, both indoors and outdoors. Alongside original productions, the festival hosts numerous indoor and outdoor performances by artists from Israel and abroad. The festival's objectives, as written in the festival's vision[footnoteRef:1], are to advance the field of children's theatre in Israel and enhance the quality of creative works and performances for young audiences. [1:  https://www.haifakids.co.il/ContentPage?Id=46
] 

We argue that the festival reception comprises a sequence of actions involving parents and children on a timeline, resulting in a distinctive family experience: Choosing/Selecting the festival's plays; Mediating Theatrical Knowledge; Participating in Performances; Celebrating the Festival as a theatrical event; Reviewing the festival repertoire.
The series of actions initiates with the selection of plays to be viewed prior to reaching the festival venue. This encompasses the extent of children's involvement in choosing the plays to watch alongside their parents. In a few instances, children choose collaboratively with their parents, while in the majority of cases, parents make the decision independently, considering the appropriateness of the play in relation to the children's age and aesthetic preferences. The selection additionally unveils the parents' inclination towards educational and familial values, which might be reflected on the stage.
The process of mediating a play by parents involves providing the necessary context for children to understand and engage with the performance. This mediation takes place through dialogue between the adult and the child. During the festival, parents mediate the play starting from the selection phase, throughout the viewing, and even afterwards. The parent's guidance regarding the content, message, and overall experience enriches children's understanding of theatre and general knowledge. 
The level of Participation from both the child and parent in the play varies along a spectrum, ranging from active viewing to physical involvement in the performance, depending on the style of the production. Engagement can take different forms, spanning from a play that stimulates their social, moral, and emotional thinking to actual physical actions they are encouraged to perform while watching. Children who actively participate in a play tend to have a deeper understanding of it, as they are fully attentive and emotionally invested in the experience both physically and mentally. 
By celebrating the festival as a comprehensive theatrical event, it cultivates an immersive experience for all involved and enhances the bond within families. The festive ambiance, encompassing both outdoor and indoor performances, engenders a celebration for children and their parents. The family recreation within the aesthetic-artistic environment empowers and enriches the young audience's theatrical knowledge. The festive spirit lingers with participants even after the event, during the journey back home and for days to come, fostering discussions regarding the plays themselves and the overall experience. 
The reviewing the festival and criticizing its performances take place at the conclusion of the family visit. Even the youngest members of the audience possess an understanding and set of criteria for evaluating and assessing theatrical productions. Additionally, as young viewers are exposed to a diverse range of theatrical styles and genres within the event, they broaden their theatrical knowledge through the process of comparison. 


Haifa Festival: Frameworks, Organization and Host Community
The Haifa Festival founded in 1987, is an annual event held in Israel during the spring Jewish holiday, which constitutes a significant part of the field of Israeli Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA), appropriate for family leisure. The festival was the initiative of Noam Semel, the director of the Haifa Theatre at the time, and Motti Perri, the head of the Education, Culture and Social Affairs Administration at the Haifa Municipality. The initiative emerged from the desire to create a quality theatre for a young audience and to produce a large and festive one-time event. A large number of performances in genres and styles of high artistic quality in one festival and in this way to provide an alternative to low-quality commercial events, which often flood the cultural field for children. This dissatisfaction of the TYA's quality in Israel similar to other places in the world and it has concerned and bothered artists, teachers and scholars (Klein, 1993; Lorenz, 2002; Schonmann 2006; Reason, 2010; Schulte, 2013).
The festival's budget is NIS 2-3 million, subsidized by the Haifa Municipality, the Ministry of Education and Culture, public institutions, private donors, commercial sponsors and ticket sales. Compared to the Israeli subsidized public theatre, the budget is not high, but it allows TYA artists to create a performance under reasonable conditions in the hope that they will be able to run after the festival and make a living from their quality art.
The artistic management is comprised of an artistic director who heads a committee responsible for the festival’s artistic content: selecting play and performance proposals for the competition, booking guest productions, and organizing street performances. The main question is how to construct a high-quality repertoire based on a complex theatrical language, a profound educational statement, and the intelligent use of popular devices. A significant part of the festival regulations[footnoteRef:2] deals with this issue, for instance: “to develop the field of children’s performances in Israel; to improve the level of plays and performances for children in Israel; to develop a new theatrical language.”  Therefore, the artistic management employs a strategy drawn from a model created by The Acco Festival of Alternative Theatre (Shem-Tov, 2016): a competition framework of ten debut performances carefully selected from dozens of proposals, in the context of which financial support and professional advice are provided to the theatre-artists. In addition, the artistic management invites guest performances of high artistic quality that perform outside of the competition. The adjective “International” in the festival’s title refers mainly to the outdoor and street performances by artists from around the world—experts in various types of physical and visual theatre not based on verbal text. Over the last six years, the festival has also included a competition for street performances. By way of this strategy, the festival not only enriches the young audience with different concepts of theatre, but also enables local theatre-artists and producers to encounter a wide range of original and creative forms of expression designed for children. [2:  The Festival's Regulations: https://www.haifakids.co.il/ContentPage?Id=46] 

Host community is a term in festival studies that expresses the relationship between the event and the community in which it is held (Derrett, 2004). Haifa is a multi-cultural city which is made up of 89% Jews and 11% Arabs (Muslim, Christian, and Druze). It appears that over the years, the festival rarely addressed a young Arab audience or offered performances in Arabic. However, more recently, the program was partially translated into Arabic, and one or two performances were produced in Arabic, usually outside the competition framework. Moreover, Arab theatre professionals usually have not been involved in the artistic management and from our impression it was rare to meet young Arabic speakers at the festival even in the outdoor events, which are free, and mostly not language dependent.
Festival Studies and Research of TYA: Overview
 	Two primary fields overlap in this research: Theatre Festival studies and research of Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA). Although theatre festivals are a widespread global phenomenon and have been studied from an economic-social perspective (Getz & Page, 2016; Pernecky, 2016), the research on festivals within the field of theatre studies is scarce (Bardby & Delgado, 2003; Fricker, 2003). In Israel, there is even a greater lack of research on festivals. Only two studies have been published on two festivals in Israel: The Acco Festival (Shem-Tov, 2016) and Masraheed Festival of Arabic Monodrama in Israel (Abd Alraof, 2016). Recently, this trend has begun to shift and an interest in festival research has also arisen in theatre studies (Zaiontz, 2018). Scholars mostly focus on critical analysis of celebrated festivals—Edinburgh (Bartie, 2013), Avignon (Turk, 2011), the Shakespeare Festival (Bennett & Carson, 2013) and international theatre festivals (Knowles, 2020; 2021). The International Federation for Theatre Research’s (IFTR) Theatrical Event Working Group proposes a theatrical framework that perceives the festival as a holistic theatrical event rather than an accumulation of performances, at the core of which is “festivalizing”—the process of constructing a festival based on four components: politics, organization, experience, and environment (Lev-Aladgem, et al., 2007). 
According to the International Association of Theatre for Children and Young People (ASSITEJ), there is a global profusion of TYA festivals; however, research on TYA festivals is extremely limited (Seffrin, 2007; Van de Water, 2009). In recent years, TYA scholars around the world have noted a connection between the quality of performances offered to children and their reception by the young audience (Van de Water, 2012; Maguire & Schuitema, 2012; Reason, 2008; Klein, 2005; Schonmann, 2006). From the beginning of the 21st century, substantial attention has been paid throughout the world to performances that respect the child’s intelligence (Gattenhof & Radvan, 2009); the young audience’s theatrical experience; ways in which children construct meaning and their existent knowledge (Mor, 2015; Reason, 2010; Reason  &Sedgman, 2015); responses to the needs of different audiences, and the perception of theatrical productions as a means to understand child development (Maguire, 2012).
	 

In Israel, there are some scholarships available for Theatre for Young Audiences. Razi Amitai (2013) discussed the development of TYA in Israel in his historical overview, highlighting a significant shift that began in the 1980s. Prior to that time, the Orna Porat Theatre for Children and Youth was the sole professional subsidized theatre for TYA in Israel. Responding to the demands of producers and theatre professionals, the Ministry of Education started providing subsidies to other TYA producers. This shift had a notable impact on the standards for artistic quality. One pivotal moment in this transition was the establishment of the Haifa Festival in 1987. 
Despite the shift, few scholars have researched the TYA field. Shifra Schonmann (2006) is one of the significant researchers, who deals extensively with the quality and reception of TYA in Israel and the world by way of aesthetic research, discusses the reception of the Haifa Festival and points to a gap between the children’s reception and the adults’ reception. Other Israeli researchers delt with TYA reception, from different perspectives. Laor-Blasbalg (2012), conducted research from a contemporary developmental approach, the “Theory of Mind,”. Smadar Mor conducted aesthetic reception studies among kindergarten audience. Mor's research presents a model of three “Cargo” (cultural-social, emotional, and cognitive) that serve as modes of reception through which children experience and perceive a theatrical performance. (Mor, 2001; Aram & Mor, 2009; Mor, 2015; Mor and Shem-Tov, 2020). 
Few scholars have studied the historical development of TYA in Israel (Levitan, 2000; Zer-Zion 2019). Recently, a research group dealing with Israeli TYA in historical, social and aesthetic aspects has published an anthology, which is the first critical and comprehensive study of contemporary as well as historical Israeli TYA (Schonmann, Mor and Shem-Tov, 2023). 
Methodology
Our qualitative reception research was conducted during the 2022 Haifa Festival. The festival took place after two years of Covid-19, with physical venues operating without any restrictions. The main site of the festival is the Haifa Theatre building, which comprises three halls of different sizes: one large hall with 1000 seats and two others with 180 seats each. Additional venues are located around the Haifa Theatre building, including the library and the community center. Outdoor performances take place in a spacious garden that surrounds the Haifa Theatre building.
Some took place in shady areas, allowing their audiences to escape the hot sun and 34°C temperature, while others unfolded beneath the scorching sun. During all three days of the festival, audiences filled the indoor and outdoor locations, including those directly under the sun.   

Scholars have noted that the aesthetic quality of TYA performances affects modes of reception (Hanson, 2012; Klein & Schonmann, 2011; Maguire, 2012; Reason, 2010; Van de Water, 2009, 2012). In order to explore this issue, we conducted a qualitative reception study aimed at the festival’s audiences, namely, children and accompanying adults. We relied on Mor’s model (Mor, 2015; Mor & Shem-Tov, 2020) for understanding the young audience’s theatrical experience. We aimed to examine the extent of the children's previous theatrical knowledge; the children's perspectives, versus those of the parents. 
The participants	
[bookmark: _Hlk105570731]The qualitative reception research focused on the festival’s audiences. Sixteen young participants took part in the study. Their ages varied from four to fifteen. An additional seven accompanying adults (mostly mothers, only one father) were observed and interviewed. The families came from various parts of Israel: Tel Aviv, Haifa, Hadera, Ra'anana (four cities), Sasa (a kibbutz), and Zur-Yitzhak (a community settlement). Other members of the audience were interviewed randomly throughout the three days of the festival.
Due to the need to interact with young children, who might feel uncomfortable around unfamiliar adults, and refrain from cooperating, during the performance while observing, or after it while interviewing, the choice in participants was complex. We had to make sure the interviewers and the children were acquainted before the festival occurred. For that reason, we first selected the research assistants, who studied theatre for children in university or college in Tel Aviv. The research assistants selected children with whom they had a previous acquaintance and invited their families to the festival. This allowed them to meet the children and parents before the festival, to explain the aims of the research, to perform the observations while sitting next to them in the theatre halls or spaces outside, and also meet with them a day after the visit to the festival and interview them individually and in groups. 
Each family was asked to choose one or two indoor performances and to explore the festival complex before or after the performance. They also toured the complex and used the dining and sales facilities. 
Research tools
The qualitative research focused on the festival’s current theatre-artists and audiences. It was based on the assumptions of qualitative researchers who define the phenomenon based on the words and actions of subjects who are close to the situation in its natural location (Maykut & Morehouse, 1994), combined with the researcher’s observation point in order to find meaning for the phenomenon (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). The qualitative study relied on tools adapted for theatre research and research with children: qualitative observations of young audiences in the festival halls and complex (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Spradley, 1980); Theatre Talks with children (Sauter, 2000), which are a development of qualitative focus group discussions adapted by Mor (2015) for young theatre spectators. After the Theatre Talks, semi-structured qualitative interviews were held with children and their accompanying adults (Shkedi, 2011) based on data collected in the observations and the theatre talks. The data collected was analyzed with content-categorial analysis, with Atlas.ti software. All children's quotations are freely translated from Hebrew by the authors. 


Choosing/Selecting the festival's plays 
[bookmark: _Hlk137124539]The process by which the family selects shows to attend from the festival's repertoire can be divided into two main aspects. The first aspect pertains to who is involved in making the choice (parents and/or children) and the manner in which the choice is made. This refers to the specific methods employed by parents or children in selecting the show, such as reviewing the festival's digital program, watching video trailers of the plays, and more. It also encompasses the extent of discussion (or lack thereof) between parents and children regarding the choice itself. The second aspect involves the criteria for choosing shows, which includes evaluating the content based on educational messages, social issues, appropriateness for different age groups, and preferred genres. Regarding the first aspect, who chooses and in what manner, the findings indicate that most parents make the choices for their children regarding the plays they will watch during the festival. For example, Abigail (age 10), said: "Dad chose the play we watched, I enjoyed it very much and it made me want to see more plays." When one of the mothers was asked who makes the choices, it became evident that she made the decision without consulting her children. She responded, "I chose! I looked at the program and made the selection."
Even children themselves seem to perceive that the adults are the ones making the choices. Yotami, (age 11), was under the impression that the research team had selected the play he watched with his family. When asked if his mother had involved him in the decision-making process, Yotami was surprised by the question and replied, "You chose for us, didn't you?" After the interviewer explained that she had sent the program to his mother for selection, Yotami said, "Mom said 'we're going to see the play Butterflies in the head', and that was it." The selection of adults without consulting the children is unquestionable. 
However, in a few instances, parents did involve their children in the selection process and used the program and festival website for making choices together. One mother described the process as follows: "I chose a few options, showed them the pictures and videos, and read them the plot summaries of the plays." 
That leads us to the second aspect that relates to the criteria used in selecting a play to watch at the festival. The primary consideration for parents is the suitability of the play's content for their child's age and personality. A mother elaborates on this point, saying: 
The show was highly suitable. It not only had age-appropriate content but also addressed social experiences that they encounter at school. It resonated with the question of 'Who do we relate to the most among the three characters?' Are we the ones who stay true to ourselves and don't seek approval from others? The children felt this dilemma.

Given that the primary criterion for selection is tailoring a play to suit the child's age, choosing a suitable play for the entire family can be a challenge for parents with children of different ages. A mother of two children aged 4 and 6 explains her search for a play that would cater to both: "I was seeking a play that could accommodate my two children, considering their slight age difference."
Children, too, have a thoughtful perspective on the matter of selection. They comprehend the significance of age appropriateness and can articulate why a play would be preferred by a child of a certain age. Harel, an 11-year-old, shares his experience: "My mother made the decision about the show without consulting us, but I don't hold it against her because it turned out to be a rather good choice. In reality, she didn't have many options. The other shows were either intended for toddlers, or for ages 5 to 9, or 5 to 10, and I'm 11 years old. I also read the summaries of the other shows... and this one was probably the show I would have enjoyed the most. The other shows were all about animals, colors, or similar themes."
Abigail, who is 10 years old, also acknowledges the importance of the age criterion. She remarks, "A younger kid could get bored watching the show because they wouldn't get it... It was just right for someone my age. Little kids might find it hard to understand all the complicated stuff that happens between people, things that a 4-year-old wouldn't think about. Like, for instance, the play I saw talked about racism. I don't think a 4-year-old would even know what that means."

Another criterion addressed in the study aligns with the observations of various researchers who critically highlight the tendency of adults to choose plays for young children with the aim of preserving their innocence:
Among the most neglected subjects in the TYP, until recently, were those that dealt with sexuality, abuse, illness, and death. […] In light of the changes that societies undergo this often seems no less than pathetic. (Schonmann, 2006, p. 47)

Following this approach, the Haifa Festival actively promotes the exploration of complex issues. In the 2022 festival, an exceptional play was showcased, which not only tackled a thought-provoking subject but was also tailored to the appropriate age group. The play 'A Surprise Egg', recommended for ages 4 and above, deals with the complex issue of building an LGBT family. The storyline revolved around a pair of male penguins who took on the task of incubating an egg in their nest. When asked about her decision to choose 'A Surprise Egg', the mother explained:
"I knew they have a fondness for animals, so I believed they would connect with the show and appreciate it even more. As for the content... Well, it's because of our own family... [her brother is part of the LGBT community]. I thought that if it had an impact, it would be a positive one. It's not about exposing them to something entirely new, as they are already familiar with it."
Ordinarily, a private producer might shy away from addressing such complex issues on stage due to concerns about potential rejection from the adult audience, comprising teachers and parents who purchase tickets. However, in contrast to this perception, one of the goals of the Haifa Festival is to empower artists to break free from the fear of conservative choices dictated by adult audiences. The festival aims to foster the creation of performances that confront and address complex social issues.

A small number of parents mentioned the artistic elements present in the play, such as music, dance, and singing, as additional criteria for choosing a play to watch. This criterion stems from the parents' familiarity with their child's artistic preferences and their desire to adapt it to them. One mother explained, "I told myself that my child loves songs and music. I knew there would be singing in our play, and that's nice." Similarly, another mother explained her choice by saying, "I liked that the play was combined with songs. It was clear to me that this was something that would appeal to my children more and pique their interest. It will be easier for them to follow a plot with songs incorporated into it than just a story that requires them to remember and follow closely. However, not all parents pay attention to these aspects. When asked if she considers theatrical elements or artists while choosing shows, another mother responded, "Oh my god, no... It doesn't bother me at all. I don't choose a performance based on the playwright or the director. I don't have sufficient theatrical knowledge to take that into consideration. Instead, I prefer to choose a show that contains moral or appropriate content, so that our time and money spent on it will not be in vain and will align with our family values."
In conclusion, when parents choose the plays to attend with their children, it is not an arbitrary decision but rather one based on careful considerations and the suitability for their specific child or family values. While the child audience may be captive, parents make deliberate choices that align with their child's needs and their own values.
Mediating Theatrical Knowledge 
The accompanying adults played a role in their children's theatrical education at the festival. The adults mediated the medium for the children (Aram & Mor, 2009) and helped them process the experience and turn it into theatrical knowledge.
The findings indicate that the adults' mediation is constructed of two axes. the first one is the timeline: before the festival, during the event and after leaving the festival's site. The second one is the different means of mediation that intersect the timeline and include theatre-oriented homes, reference to theatrical conventions, theatrical semiotics, discussion on performances and the festival's organization and space. 
A theatre-oriented home may provide good conditions for high quality mediation, that occur before arriving the festival: Lital a mother, mentions that her children watch theatre performances on a regular basis: "We subscribe to a series of theatre performances in the theatre hall of Hadera. We did the subscription before the Covid19 and went either me or my husband with the kids". 
Some children demonstrated a high level of previous theatrical knowledge when they associated the names of repertoire theatres in Israel with a particular show: "Not long ago I went to a show called Seven Dwarfs and Snow White,” said an eight years old child, and his brother, an eleven years old added: "at the Orna Porat Theatre" (a well-known and high quality theatre for young audience).
When children watch theatre performances regularly, they accumulate knowledge about genres in theatre: "my son knew what mime was. Yes, he saw "Charlie Chaplin" with his father on his birthday. We were also abroad and he watchedthe musical "The Lion King". Yes, we have a theatre-play-performance culture at home".
 	The mediation sometime enriches the young audience's general knowledge. The festival is international, and hosts artists from different countries, thus creating an opportunity to mediate this fact as knowledge for the children: a child, referring to the flags fluttering at the entrance of the festivals' arena, asked his mother: "Why are there different flags?" Mom: "Because there are shows from many countries".
 
During experiencing a performance, mediation occurs as a result of parents and children being together and interacting: A girl asks her mother during a performance a question that concerns theatrical convention: "Why are you clapping your hands?" the mother replies: "That's how they know we loved the show." The immediacy of mediation enables creation of theatrical knowledge during the performance, as opposed to viewing a theatrical event  in an educational framework, in which the mediation is done only before and after the performance by the teachers. In one of the observations  a few minutes before curtain rises, you could hear children ask many questions (some of them about the theatrical genre: "Mom, is this a musical? Do they sing? Will there also be talking? They wrote the show and then just put songs in it? Will there be dancing?". It gives the parents the oppurtunity to enrich the children with theatrical knowledge. Thus, the parents attention and focus are essentioal conditions for mediation. The interviewr pointed out to one of the mothers: "I noticed you didn’t look at your phone, even for a minute...".

The central aspect of parents mediation during the performance, is showing, indicating, and explaining: "I pointed at the lights and setting and drew my child's attention to the beauty of these elements". Or: "I said to my daughter, look at this, look at this… and we talked about the songs she is familiar with". 
As a matter of fact, all members of the family may serve as mediators. Tamar (age 6) said to her brother, who sat beside her at a performance, "Look at the lamps, they are like the colors of the rainbow." "They are called the lighting," replied Yotam, her brother (age 7). 
 	Yet, an eleven-year-old child, who just began her adolescence, is ambivalent in relation to parents' mediation: "Like, say mom and dad sometimes in the middle of a scene they point at this or that, [imitates them with their finger] and explain. Sometimes, if they do it in a suspenseful scene, then it's annoying, but sometimes it's o.k."
Theatre conventions are mediated by parents, while modeling. At the end of one outdoor performance, a child asked her mother, "Why are you clapping hands?" to which the mother replied, "That's how they know we love the show". Another mother explained her seven-and ten-years-old children: "It is not 'just' a show. It has a moral lesson. Listen!" 

After the event, mediation proceeds, when parents discuss the plot, the moral lesson and the connection between life and fiction with their children. Shaked, 12 years old, is aware to the significance of the parents' mediation after the performance: "It's different whether it's [going to theatre] with mom or without mom, because also, as if obviously with mom I'm developing other conversations." 
Like Shaked's words, other parents talk to their children after the play and the visit to the festival, about the content and messages that arose from the performances. Sofia (age 7) tell about a conversation that took place in the car on the way back from the festival: "On the way back, in the car, we talked about the moral lesson, that sometimes there are children who don't understand things right away. There are children who are also a little slower and need help".
Sometimes, the children's experience still resonate, a day after. Harel (age 11) and Yahav's (age 8) mother showed her sons a criticism published on a website. Harel: "Mom showed us what they wrote about the performance we watched, and they wrote from the perspective of an adult, and from the point of view of a 6-year-old girl. So the six-year-old girl said that when she was there, she couldn't stop laughing". The parent uses other texts as an ongoing process of mediation, which provokes their thinking and encourages them to compare their reception to other spectators, and their life to the charecters on stage. Yahav: "But what is there to laugh in the scene when the character said dirty word to the other? It was a sad scene. I even wanted to cry. I identified with the actor I felt like they're doing it to me". 
Following the discussion about the criticism Harel said: "Yesterday my mother asked us after the show what we are more, the right Ron or the wrong Ron [the show was about two children, named Ron. The right Ron was popular and the other was not]. And it reminds me of one incident a year ago, when a not very smart kid who was with me in class, bullied me non-stop. And he, was like the leader, he had a lot of friends. And the plot reminded me that...".
The mediation the aduls provide enriches the childs perspectives on the experience and expands their theatrical knoledge, especialy when their home is theatre-oriented. 
Participating in Performances
Theatre audiences are not simply passive spectators; rather, their presence is an essential prerequisite for a theatrical performance to occur. In addition to their mental engagement, audiences also participate in the performance through actions such as applause, laughter, hissing, booing, and other conventional forms of audience feedback. These actions are considered integral to the theatrical event and are seen as a form of active participation by the audience. 
Participatory theatre, which is particularly common in Theatre for Young Audiences (TYA), offers audiences the opportunity to physically engage with the performance. In a festival, the participating opportunity is increased, because of the accumulation of participatory performances, that create an intensified entertaining experience. This may involve activities such as playing, performing, or acting alongside the actors: "It was funny and it was more playing with the actors, and it was more fun I think" (Ophir, age 8.5). Teenagers also like to be engaged in a performance and participate. Abigail, age 11: "I love that the actors connect with the audience. Very much. It makes me feel like I'm also part of the show. Shahar age 15: "It is fun when it is interactive, especially let's say in street theatre that it is based more on music, so to let the audience take part is something good". 
Such participation is not only entertaining for the audience, but also empowering for children who are approached by the actors or creators, as Yahav (age 8) sais: "I had more fun participating in the "The Wrong Ron" [indoor performance] because I was approached! I was also approached at street theatre! They gave me high five! (...) It makes me feel like I stand out!... Not only that, but they also recognize that I'm an actor". When children are not noticed by the actors, they are disappointed: "I've noticed that a lot of times when the actors have to choose someone from the audience, they never choose me [smiling] (…) It's a lot of fun if there's an opportunity to participate, so I'll always do it." (Abigail, age 11). Overall, theatre is a collaborative art form that requires active participation from both the actors and the audience in order to create a meaningful and engaging experience.

Celebrating the Festival as a theatrical event
The festival, as a comprehensive theatrical event, transcends the mere sum of its constituent parts. It encompasses a diverse range of theatrical styles, featuring both indoor performances and outdoor events. In its entirety, the festival serves as a source of joyous celebration for the entire family, arising from the combination of various actions such as selection, mediation, and active participation in the festival. The accumulation of various performances, styles, and genres, particularly the less familiar outdoor events, contribute to the creation of a distinctive and exhilarating celebration that characterizes the festival. In the midst of this celebration, two key aspects become evident from the data: the reinforcement of familial bonds and the opportunity for comparative observation between indoor and outdoor performances. 
 The act of celebrating together as a joint family, starting from the moment of leaving home, continuing throughout the time spent at the festival's site, and extending through various shows and events, has a positive impact on strengthening family relationships. For most children, experiencing such a celebratory event with their family is not a common occurrence. The children who were part of the study expressed enjoyment and satisfaction with the family celebration that occurred during the Passover holiday and the festival trip. They emphasized the advantages of a festival: "The most fun part was being with my family. I love them,” said Ophir (age 8.5), and one of the mothers said: "usually, we go together. We love, they love. It's a family celebration". 
The fact that the festival takes place during the Passover holiday enables the parent or parents who generally do not accompany children to such events, to join the experience: "It was fun to go with Mom. Usually, we go with Dad or Grandma,” said Sofia (age 8). Sofia's mother mentioned this as well: “It was fun. I haven’t seen a performance with them for a long time. They don’t usually go with me." 
During the experience, one of the mothers said: "I really enjoyed it, I really like these events, so I had fun, I also had fun because of the "togethrness" with my daughters". The parents' presence is sygnificant for the childrens' experience, especialy in emotional situations. an eight years old said: "It's just that let's say, if there's a scary section, they can be with you". The children spoke about the members of their family who came together and enjoyed the celebration, and mentioned their fathers, who did not come along and missed the experience. 
The children regard the festival as a unique phenomenon, in which they do not watch a single play but participate in several performances, which create the festival celebration. As Shaked (age 13) stated: "In general, it is fun to see shows, I like it very much. But that has been a totally different atmosphere than just going and sitting and watching a show. It was like… well, let's start with this, that we have watched two [performances], even more. So that alone is unique." 
The children not only relate to the multiplicity of performances but differentiate between indoor plays which they are used to watch, and outdoor events that they perceive as "unusual" as a different style than what they are used to. 

Although the weather during the first two days of the festival was extremely hot (34°C), the audience did not refrain from participating in outdoor performances. People sat under the scorching sun, were fascinated, and enjoyed the shows. Nonetheless, some children referred to the outdoor events as an in-between pause. "The role of the outdoor performances is to interest people in the times between the indoor shows," said Michal (age 11), while Dawn (age 15) noted that "The outdoor performances are built more on music, so they can interest the audience… they are supposed to go around and interact [with the audience].” 
Children who preferred indoor performances explained that they did so because "you can sit, and everything is more spacious and more comfortable; there is better lighting and probably there will be more props and breathing space. Yes. Everything will be better" (Lia, age 13). She also pointed to the theatricality of an outdoor performance: "That kind of show, it should be outside. Because basically it is about something that takes place outside and not inside a person's home." 
There were children who enjoyed both indoor and outdoor performances and couldn't decide which they enjoyed most: "I don't know which I enjoyed most—the street shows or regular shows." This child’s remark indicates that they consider outdoor shows as "unusual" or irregular. In addition, they described similar features in both performances: "You can compare the two, because in both there are actors, and they are both interesting (…) In the regular show we sat in a closed theatre hall full of people and actors, and it was rather crowded, and one girl clung to me," said Harel (age 11), laughing. One may wonder whether children before Covid-19 were as aware of crowded places as they are today… 

Sometimes, the outdoor performances, as an "unusual" and unfamiliar phenomenon, may rise mixed feelings. Abigail (age 11) explained why she did not particularly enjoy the outdoor atmosphere: "I expected it would be more interesting, and there will be more attractions… but maybe it is because I've grown since the last time I've been to a festival. There weren’t any particularly interesting things…Also the street shows… it wasn’t that interesting." However, to this she added: "But there were very very frightening things like those large puppets. It was scary. Little children could be scared. It was so scary. My mother said she heard children scream…it is so frightening. You can't look at it. Their eyes and the way they moved; it looked too authentic. It is good that it is authentic, but it is like crazy scary. Less suitable for children." Abigail complained that outdoor events were "not that interesting". But she used the word “scary” five times, plus several synonyms, for describing her experience. Perhaps she projected her experience on younger children, in her wish to be perceived as a teenager. The outdoor atmosphere may have been fun or scary, but it made an impact. 
Nonetheless, to conclude and emphasize the advantages of the festival, especially after the Covid-19 pandemic, here are the words of a mother of two young children: "So, we took a day off and we made a full vacation of it. In the morning, we went to the show, and then to a restaurant, and then did some shopping. So, the whole event was a day of fun. It was great and special for them. They were not used to it. For two years they were enclosed. They hardly have memories of these experiences: a large mass of people, children. I think, from this perspective, it was a fun experience."
 
Reviewing the festival repertoire
Reviewing refers to criticizing, evaluating, expressing the experience – negative or positive. "I had a lot of fun. [In the performance] I loved all the parts" Ilai (age 6. Children usually summarize their viewing experience in one word: "fun" or "boring". However, the research findings have revealed a set of criteria employed by both children and adults when evaluating or criticizing performances at the festival. These criteria encompass factors such as the level of enjoyment derived, the quality of acting displayed, the intricacies of space design, the effectiveness of music and sound, the suitability of the performance for different age groups, and comparisons drawn to other festivals."
Pleasure emerges as a significant criterion, from parents' words, and emphasizes their concern for ensuring their children's enjoyment. One parent expressed her delight and contentment with the experience, stating: "I had a lot of fun. I was happy for them. That they came to see a play, that they had this experience. They seemed to be enjoying themselves, they seemed interested, they were attentive. It was very good." (Tuval, Mother).
Additionally, some parents recognize the importance of not only providing pleasurable experiences but also affording their children the opportunity to appreciate and engage with artistic excellence: "I love to see that they're part of... That they enjoy the experience, they know how to enjoy it, that they know how to identify what is higher quality and what is pan but less quality. " (Liat, mother).
Older children or those with some background in theatre from home or school tend to look for features and quality of acting. The children consciously formulate for themselves the expectation of a quality performance by the actor. As Ophir (age 8.5) said: "the actor needs to know how to play well, not every second to mumble and not remember the text, and that's it". Alon (age 6.5) relates to physical skills: "Knowing how to do... not have a fear of heights, know how to do special things". Lia (age 13), refers to the uncertainty and spontanuos dimension of acting: "Improvisation! He needs to know to improvise.	Because, think that the actor suddenly gets stuck, forgets the text, so either he or the actors who participate with him, need to know what to do on the spot, immediately". 
Michal, (age 11) highlights the significance of directing the audience's focus as an additional facet of acting: "The actor's job is to make sure we're totally focused on them and not distracted by anything else. They want us to watch only them and pay attention to everything they're doing in the play". Dawn (15) relates to the convention of constructing the empty space through acting: "The actors play an important role in setting the atmosphere, almost like creating a stage setting. They can make us feel like there's something happening on stage, even if there's nothing physically present". Dawn understands that the actors' talent brings the scene to life and makes the audience believe in the fictional world they're portraying in the empty space. 
Shaked (age 13) refers to the importance of three types of dialogue in the rehearsal process and in the performance itself: "Perhaps the actor should also know how to build the show, know what will come after what, and give notes to the director if something does not seem right. The actor also needs to know how to collaborate with his partners and also stimulate the audience, like, activate them, stand in front of an audience and bring the audience into the play".
The physical space in which the performance takes place shapes the horizon of the audience's expectations. A magnificent architectural building of the theatre arouses the expectation of artistic performances at a high professional level and gives the viewer a sense of partnership in cultural capital (Dan Orian on space). On the other hand, a physical space that is not intended for theatre, such as a hangar that has been converted into a theatre, usually raises expectations for alternative and avant-garde performances. A performance held in a school or community center raises low artistic expectations. At the Haifa Festival, the performances take place in different types of spaces. Some are in the halls of the municipal Haifa Theatre, and some are in open spaces. Another part is held in venues that are not intended for performances, such as a library or community center. Therefore, every space in which a performance is held at the festival raises expectations of a different kind, as is evident in the words of a parent:
"Honestly, I didn't come with such expectations. And when I saw that the performance is located in the community center, I said, 'Wow.' And then I saw that it was downstairs in the basement, and then I realized that it is a hall without seats, my expectations deteriorated. And then the show started and it really surprised me; I thought it was very good and of very high quality. I love it when new actors who have just graduated from acting school perform... It makes me feel like I'm part of something... a startup that deals with creativity and art. I really enjoyed the show."
The open space at the festival generates creative design potentials that use the found space and correspond with it. This space feeds the viewers' aesthetic experience, as is evident in the words of another parent: "For me, the outdoor space does something different because it's sometimes less formal, and there's something that creates authenticity. I watched the performance 'Two of a Climb'; it was located among trees, so it looked as if authentically designed, which I find cool. It turns basically every place into theatre, a place of expression, art, creativity. Cool."
Young theatre spectators demonstrate a heightened sensitivity towards the sound design of a show and the accompanying musical soundtrack. Their comments reflect an understanding of how music contributes to shaping the atmosphere of dramatic situations and facilitates their immersion in the fictional world. For instance, Dawn, (age 13) highlighted her inability to enjoy certain parts of a show due to the absence of music, stating, "The parts of the show without music were quite dull." She even proposed a potential solution to this issue, suggesting, "They should play light music because it helps to create a sense of being part of the story." Similarly, two brothers aged 4 and 6, when asked about their favorite aspects of the play 'A Surprise Egg,' expressed their dissatisfaction in a negative manner, stating, "We disliked the sounds made by the penguins. They bothered us." This observation illustrates how such audio elements can hinder young viewers' ability to connect with the characters on stage, creating a sense of distance.
As the festival aims to cater to families of various age groups rather than a specific audience age, the producers provide age recommendations for each show in the festival program. Consequently, families may find themselves deliberating whether to attend together a performance that seems suitable for the entire family or opt to attend different plays based on the ages of their children, but then the family should separate. Several children expressed their opinions regarding the program's age guidelines. When asked to select a performance they would like to attend, Harel, an 11-year-old, remarked: "At first, I thought the show was for little kids. The program said it was for 8-12-year-olds, but when I read what it was about, I thought it would be better for 8 to 10-year-olds. But when I actually watched it, I was really surprised! To be honest, it ended up being one of my favorite shows ever!".

The family's assessment of the Haifa Festival's quality is not solely based on the performances but also in comparison to other theatre festivals in Israel. One such festival is the Acco Festival for alternative theatre, which addresses adults, with outdoor events suitable for the whole family. Established in 1980, the Acco Festival is the oldest theatre festival in Israel and served as an inspiration for the creation of the Haifa Festival (Shem-Tov, 2016). Abigail, (age 13), compares her past experiences at the Acco Festival with her current experience at the Haifa Festival. She says, "The Acco Festival was really fun and had more performances than Haifa's. It had lots of performances from all over the world, with music, without music, with talking, without talking, even with cool lighting." On the other hand, her accompanying parent appreciates the organization of the space at the Haifa festival, which is designed with a young audience in mind. She explains, "If I compare it to the Acco festival that took place all over the Old City, there was a lot of walking and distance between locations. It suits the Acco festival's audience. However, there was something very intimate about the space at the Haifa Festival. Initially, I had concerns about the outdoor performances being so close, but upon reflection, I realized it was planned well, and it didn't bother us. Let's not forget, it's a festival for children, and that's what makes it special."

Conclusions 
This article focuses on a TYA festival from the perspective of the audience, including both children and parents. It highlights that the festival experience encompasses a series of actions that unfold over time: play selection, mediation for children, active participation, event celebration, and review and critique. This series of actions structures the festival as a comprehensive event. The study underscores the distinctiveness of the festival compared to simply watching a single play. The abundance of events and performances within the festival exposes young audiences to artistic expressions not commonly found in TYA in Israel. This exposure, combined with the intensity and accumulation of the festival, enriches their knowledge, and leaves a lasting impact for the future.
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