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Extended Abstract
Introduction: The landscape of contemporary educational design is undergoing a significant paradigm shift, moving away from passive instructional models toward environments that prioritize active participation, learner agency, and the meaningful construction of knowledge. This evolution is deeply rooted in constructivist and sociocultural perspectives, which argue that learning is most effective when students are engaged in purposeful activity, social interaction, and situated meaning-making. In the context of early primary education—specifically the first cycle—these considerations are of paramount importance. At this developmental stage, children’s cognitive, emotional, and social capacities are in a state of rapid formation. Therefore, the quality of their early educational experiences can leave a lasting impact on their long-term academic motivation, cognitive flexibility, and overall attitude toward formal schooling.
Within this pedagogical framework, educational films have long been recognized as a primary tool for instructional delivery. By synthesizing visual representation, spoken language, rhythmic movement, music, and narrative structures, educational films can render abstract concepts more concrete and developmentally accessible for young learners. From the perspective of Mayer’s Cognitive Theory of Multimedia Learning, the dual-channel processing of visual and auditory information in film can significantly reduce cognitive load while enhancing retention and transfer. For young children, the narrative and affective qualities of film are particularly potent; stories provide a familiar cognitive "schema" that helps children organize information, empathize with characters, and connect new knowledge to their lived experiences.
However, a critical analysis of traditional educational films reveals a persistent limitation: they are largely designed as linear, one-way transmission media. In most conventional formats, the learner remains a passive spectator of a predetermined text, with little to no opportunity to influence the narrative trajectory or the pedagogical sequence. This lack of agency contradicts modern pedagogical principles that emphasize the importance of learner-controlled exploration and adaptive feedback. While traditional films may be engaging, they often fail to function as "learning environments" in the true sense—environments that respond to the learner’s choices and facilitate active discovery.
The emergence of interactive digital technologies and nonlinear media architectures offers a transformative solution to this problem. Interactive educational films allow for a reconfiguration of the relationship between the learner, the content, and the narrative. By integrating branching storylines, choice-based interactions, and adaptive interfaces, these media transform the learner from a "viewer" into a "participant-author." In such environments, interactivity is not merely a technical add-on but a fundamental pedagogical affordance that supports self-regulation, curiosity-driven exploration, and deeper cognitive engagement.
Despite the potential of these interactive media, the academic literature reveals a notable conceptual gap. While numerous studies have explored isolated aspects of interactive video or digital storytelling, there is a lack of comprehensive, interdisciplinary models specifically tailored for the first cycle of primary education. Most existing frameworks focus on either technical specifications or general user engagement, often neglecting the complex interplay between pedagogical scaffolding, narrative immersion, and the specific developmental needs of 6-to-9-year-olds. Without a theoretically grounded model, the design of interactive educational films risks becoming technologically sophisticated but pedagogically fragmented.
The present research was designed to address this gap. Its primary objective was to design and conduct a preliminary content validation of a conceptual model for the learning environment of interactive educational films specifically for students in the first cycle of primary education. By integrating insights from educational technology, narratology, film studies, and learning psychology, this study sought to identify the essential components of such an environment and organize them into a coherent, validated framework.
Methodology: To achieve the research objectives, the study employed an exploratory qualitative design followed by a preliminary quantitative validation phase. This mixed-approach ensured that the model was grounded in both diverse theoretical perspectives and expert empirical judgment.
The qualitative phase began with a systematic and extensive review of the literature across multiple domains, including instructional design, interactive cinema, cinematic storytelling, and developmental psychology. This review served as the conceptual foundation, identifying initial themes and design principles relevant to interactive media for children. Following this, the study conducted eighteen in-depth, semi-structured interviews with a purposive sample of experts. The participants included specialists in educational technology, film directors, narratologists, educational media producers, and experienced primary school teachers. This interdisciplinary variety was crucial to capturing the multidimensional nature of the phenomenon.
Data analysis was conducted using the six-step thematic analysis framework of Braun and Clarke: (1) familiarization with the data through repeated reading and transcription; (2) generation of initial codes based on semantic and latent meanings; (3) searching for broader themes that captured recurring patterns; (4) reviewing and refining themes to ensure internal homogeneity and external heterogeneity; (5) defining and naming the final thematic categories; and (6) producing the final synthesis and conceptual model.
The resulting model was then subjected to a quantitative content validation process. A researcher-developed questionnaire, comprising items corresponding to the identified components, was administered to a panel of twenty-eight experts in curriculum studies and educational technology. Participants rated the relevance and appropriateness of each component on a 5-point Likert scale. The data were analyzed using a one-sample t-test (with a theoretical mean of 3) to determine the statistical significance of the experts’ agreement on the model's validity.
Findings: The qualitative analysis yielded a conceptual model comprising ten interrelated components centered on the dual foundations of learner agency and interactive narrative. Within this framework, the student is redefined as an “Audience–Author” who co-constructs a personalized “Learner’s Film” through “Alternative Narratives” and nonlinear branching. This participatory process is pedagogically anchored by a “Supportive Narrator” who provides scaffolding and guidance, while “Expressive Devices”—including cinematic techniques such as editing and sound—are employed to intensify emotional resonance and educational impact. Furthermore, the model integrates multidimensional “Interaction” and “Engagement” to sustain cognitive and behavioral immersion, complemented by “Hidden Assessment” mechanisms that evaluate progress within the narrative flow. The entire environment is supported by an “Open-Source Video Library” and a robust technical “Support” infrastructure to ensure usability and pedagogical sustainability.
Quantitative validation further confirmed the model’s robustness, with mean expert ratings for all ten components significantly exceeding the theoretical midpoint. This high level of consensus among specialists affirms the model’s content validity and highlights its conceptual coherence. Notably, the components of “Interaction” and “Learner Agency” received the highest ratings, underscoring their critical role as the structural pillars in the design of interactive educational films for the first cycle of primary education.
[bookmark: _Hlk217667569]Conclusion and Recommendations: This study contributes to the field of educational media by providing a theoretically grounded and expert-validated model for interactive educational films. By shifting the focus from passive viewing to active, narrative-driven participation, the model offers a roadmap for designing environments that are both educationally effective and developmentally appropriate for young learners. The integration of "Hidden Assessment" and "Supportive Narration" ensures that the environment remains pedagogically sound while maintaining the "flow" and immersion of a cinematic experience.
For practitioners and instructional designers, this model emphasizes the need to move beyond simple branching videos toward "smart" narrative environments that adapt to the learner’s cognitive and emotional states. However, the study is limited by its conceptual and preliminary nature. Future research should focus on the empirical implementation of the model through the development of functional prototypes. Longitudinal studies are recommended to examine the long-term impact of interactive films on students’ critical thinking, problem-solving skills, and academic achievement across different subject areas.
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