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Abstract

A summer film festival for kids provides a great opportunity to serve your local community,
bring families on campus, and raise your school’s image as visitor friendly. Because a festival
generates significant media attention, it can also be a valuable tool for marketing other summer
programs. While curating a film festival can be time-consuming and expensive, it does not have
to be. Economical to organize and market, the KIDS FIRST! Film Festival presented each summer
by the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa is nationally recognized and enthusiastically supported
by the media. Films with varied themes from different cultures are chosen to appeal to audiences
in age-appropriate groupings and are shown free of charge. Nearly 9,000 children and adults
have attended the festival, which has brought multigenerational family members to the campus,
many for the first time. Now in its eighth year, it has created valuable partnerships and contacts
with local business, community, and media organizations. This paper discusses the festival and
its value in community service and as a marketing tool, and how to develop a KIDS FIRST! Film
Festival at other institutions.
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Introduction

In 2007, in preparation for the centennial celebration of the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa
(UHM), the summer sessions department was charged with promoting greater community
involvement with the campus. The specific goals were to

* bring diverse groups on campus,

* raise the image of the university as visitor friendly and accessible,

e provide a needed service to the community, and

* promote existing summer sessions programs and enliven the campus.

At the time, summer sessions offered over 800 credit courses with about 14,000 enrollments,
almost 90% of which were at the undergraduate level. In addition, there was a small program
allowing high school students to take credit courses and a community program offering perfor-
mances and lectures. Missing was something to attract families, particularly those with small
children, to campus.

Working within a limited budget, a committee investigated options for new programs. A staff
member and former film curator suggested a festival of children’s films. Such a festival is usually
quite time-consuming; once programming is selected, the process of obtaining permission from
filmmakers, studios, or distribution companies often necessitates negotiations and considerable
expense. However, a simpler solution was found: partnering with the KIDS FIRST! Film Festival,
a project of the national Coalition for Quality Children’s Media.

The KIDS FIRST! Film Festival at the University of Hawai‘i at Manoa is now an annual sum-
mer event enthusiastically supported by the community. This paper provides information about
the national KIDS FIRST! organization and the UHM festival. As well, it details what it takes to
develop a KIDS FIRST! Film Festival as a summer sessions initiative and discusses the advan-
tages, some unexpected, of doing so.

KIDS FIRST! Film Festival

Film is very powerful—images are very powerful—and we need to teach
younger people how to use them . . . or at least how to interpret them.

—Martin Scorsese

In today’s entertainment, technology, advertising, and media environments, children are bom-
barded with social and commercial messages. Parents and teachers are challenged to provide chil-
dren with a high degree of media literacy, ensuring that they have the tools to understand, evalu-
ate, and critique what they view. The KIDS FIRST! Film Festival is a project of the Coalition for
Quality Children’s Media (http://www kidsfirst.org), a national nonprofit formed in 1991 to foster
critical viewing skills in children and increase the visibility and availability of quality children’s
media. Its mission is to engage children in becoming media-savvy viewers, users, and consumers.
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The KIDS FIRST! Film Festival, dubbed the “Cannes for kids,” showcases children’s films from
studios and independent filmmakers. The festival partners with over 50 member venues, includ-
ing hospitals, museums, libraries, film festivals, and schools that host local festivals. An annual
membership fee of $100 gives venues access to free programming, as well as support from the
knowledgeable KIDS FIRST! staff. Producers of children’s media submit programs to KIDS FIRST!
for review and possible inclusion in the festival. Programs must meet the organization’s baseline
criteria: they must be free of gratuitous violence or abuse; race, gender, and religious biases; inap-
propriate sexual content; condescension toward children; and replicable unsafe behavior.

In eight years at UHM, our KIDS FIRST! Film Festival has welcomed nearly 9,000 children and
adults—and many had never been on campus before. They hail from diverse neighborhoods and
are multicultural and multigenerational. With ticket prices for commercial films soaring and block-
busters becoming less character-driven and more violent, the KIDS FIRST! Film Festival offers
quality edutainment in a safe, social setting that is affordable for families: it is free of charge.

The UHM KIDS FIRST! Film Festival has increased awareness of summer sessions, produced long-
term relationships with the media, local organizations, and community members, and garnered a
Best Noncredit Program award from the Western Association of Summer Session Administrators
and a Best Community Film Series award from the national KIDS FIRST! organization.

Putting Together a Children’s Film Festival

A film curator is not required to put together a KIDS FIRST! Film Festival, but a number of pro-
cesses need to be successfully executed:

* selection of films of various genres and for appropriate age groups,
* selection of appropriate dates and venues,

¢ allocation of resources and budget management,

* management of logistics during the festival, and

¢ development and management of a promotional campaign.

Finding, reviewing, and selecting age-appropriate films, plus negotiating fees for public perfor-
mance rights, can be time-consuming and daunting. KIDS FIRST! offers a one-stop operation

that eliminates much of the work. It provides free programming with the KIDS FIRST! “stamp of
approval,” film descriptions with critiques from adults and kids, and adjunct promotional materi-
als, including publicity photos and video clips. Partnering with KIDS FIRST! reduces research and
preparation time and eliminates the intricacies of dealing with multiple distribution companies.

Selecting films can be as simple as reading the short descriptions provided on the KIDS FIRST!
website, or it can involve more investigation. Preview DVDs are available by request, and short
films can be viewed from a KIDS FIRST! Vimeo account. Choices may be further narrowed by
visiting websites that rate children’s films, including those of the Dove Foundation and Common
Sense Media. Figure 1 shows the selection for our 2013 festival.
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Figure 1. Summer 2013 Festival Flyer and Program
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The chief curatorial concerns for a festival are film availability and quality, number and length of
programs, age-appropriate groupings, and variety of themes and format. Not all films are avail-
able from KIDS FIRST! in perpetuity, and new offerings are added; the first cut will be deter-
mined by which films are available for the festival’s time period.

The festival tends to show films that are unavailable in commercial theatres so they are, in effect,
premieres. Organizers aim for a variety of age groups between 5 and 14 years; families with tod-
dlers from 2 to 5 are our largest audience as there are fewer social events—and theatrical films—
appropriate for them. A 60-minute program works best for preschoolers; most programs average
90 minutes. Features are shown as well as live-action, animated, and international shorts covering a
variety of themes including ecology, books to film, friendship, and coming of age.

The choice of dates will depend on the local community and campus facilities. UHM chose
Sunday afternoons at 3:00 p.m., avoiding Saturdays filled with a plethora of family activities
and taking advantage of free campus parking on Sundays. Films are scheduled on four or five
Sundays, thereby avoiding conflicts with other summer session programs. Based on the state’s
public schools calendar, a couple of summer break weekends are allowed to pass before start-
ing the festival; it is completed before August. No films are shown on Sundays when our city has
scheduled major children’s programs. Doors open half an hour before the event, which is gener-
ally completed by 5 p.m., in time for families to discuss the films over supper.

Figure 2. A Typical Screening at the UHM Kids First! Film Festival
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Venue selection will depend on available space and expected demand. Our 300-seat, on-campus
venue is kid-friendly: no stairs, plastic seating, a huge white wall for a screen, and industrial
carpeting providing a place for children to sit or lie on the floor in an area defined with painter’s
tape (see Figure 2). Additional chairs are set in the back for those with babies or strollers, for
wheelchair users or elderly patrons, and for latecomers. Volunteers with flashlights positioned
at exits minimize disturbance and maximize safety, making bathroom breaks, time-outs, or early
departures easier.

The UHM festival operates on a budget of about $1,200. Partnering with KIDS FIRST! eliminates
the expense of rentals and fees for public performance rights. Expenses include the shipping of
preview DVDs and door prizes, venue costs, printing, postage, and supplies such as tape, tickets,
and balloons. Typically there are six volunteers at each screening plus an A/V attendant.

The logistics of the screenings, though not complicated, require careful planning. With small
children in attendance, screenings must be well prepared to avoid confusing and potentially dan-
gerous situations and to handle unanticipated events. First-aid kits are kept on hand and campus
security are notified that there will be several hundred children and families on campus.

Our information table, laden with summer sessions promotional materials and giveaways, is

a point of contact with volunteers who provide assistance. A simple box with a slot captures
preprinted postcards for email addresses; pens imprinted with our web address are supplied.
Volunteers blow up balloons that are affixed to directional signs and placed at strategic points on
campus. They distribute door prize tickets, count attendance, and help with seating. Friendliness
and accessibility are key to the festival’s success and the university’s brand.

Each screening opens with a recruitment pitch, asking if kids have been to college before —then
encouraging them to remember, when applying to college, their outstanding experience at our
university. Next is the awarding of door prizes. The KIDS FIRST! organization receives multiple
DVDs for review, and it sends the surplus ones to festivals for use as door prizes. Children are
given tickets upon arrival, winners come up to receive their DVD prizes to audience applause,
and a photo is taken. Parents sign a release form so that images can be used in future promotions
and marketing.

Promotional and Partnership Advantages

The media are very amenable to promoting free summer family events, sometimes devoting a
news-show segment or features section to these programs. To take advantage of these promo-
tional opportunities, you need to

¢ know deadlines for special issues and programs,

* prepare promotional materials, including press releases, flyers, high-resolution images, and
film and audio clips,

B summer Academe, Fall 2014 7



Conference Papers
Summer Film Festivals for Kids

* mail and email a flyer, along with press releases and multiple images, to print media fea-
ture and calendar editors, reporters who have kids or are interested in film, and those who
cover subjects related to a screening (such as science reporters when the festival includes a
science film), and

* follow up with another press release and images as the festival progresses.

Newspapers may have a Saturday children’s section or a TGIF magazine and may include a
photo or mention of the festival from week to week beyond an initial article. UHM has had suc-
cess with early-morning TV news shows, with in-studio interviews and “sneak peeks” with film
clips supplied by KIDS FIRST! Flyers are also sent by direct mail or email PDF to

* public and private schools,

¢ military bases,

* public library branches,

* community organizations for inclusion in newsletters or websites,
e web calendars and social media sites, and

* university departments and media services.

Partnerships were an unintended and welcomed outgrowth of the festival’s success and high
visibility. The director of public relations for Starwood Hotels & Resorts, who had enjoyed the
festival with her niece, approached UHM to host poolside movies, which featured a screening
with a young actress who introduced her film and signed autographs. Hotel guests were invited
via the in-house video channel and concierge desk. Local residents were offered free parking
and the hotel offered door prizes, including vacation packages and restaurant meals. Local TV
covered the event.

Other partnerships included screenings at the city aquarium during World Oceans Month, with
discounts for children for a day at the facility. In a collaboration with our university Women’s
Center, the Girl Scouts of Hawai‘i, and the State Commission on the Status of Women, a festival
was offered for girls during Women'’s History Month. With university departments and public
and private organizations, Hawai’i Clean Energy Day was promoted with screenings of environ-
mental films for children. When Hawai‘i hosted the Asia Pacific Economic Cooperation forum, a
series of films entitled “Families of the World” was screened in conjunction with a broader Asia-
Pacific summer sessions program of lectures, classes, and workshops.

Although partnerships bring added logistics, meetings, and personalities, they allow you to share
expenses, generate more press, and broadcast your brand to new audiences who may be unfamil-
iar with your programs. Partnerships can also lead to programs beyond the film festival.

Conclusion

With a minimal investment of funds and a group of happy volunteers, our kids’ film festival
quickly attained our community outreach goals of bringing family groups on campus and raising
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the campus’s image as an active member of the community. In addition, the festival continues to
reap many unplanned benefits: it introduces children to media literacy and encourages conver-
sations between parents and children; it generates new partnerships for our college, lots of free
advertising for summer sessions, and plenty of happy faces. UHM encourages other schools with
summer sessions to start their own festivals. Partnering with KIDS FIRST! offers a low-invest-
ment, low-risk approach to doing so.
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