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 :ذُیچى
هحیغی زٍ ثِ افصایؽ اغت، ًیبش ثِ آهوَشؼ هوس م    ّبی شیػت ثحساى وِ اوٌَى

شیػوت ثیؿوتس اش شرؾوتِ اسػوبظ      اش هفبّین هحویظ  ّب آىزؾد  زن  هٌظَز ثِ
ثبؾوٌد اهوب یوبفتي     هوثرس تَاًٌد  ز ایي آهَشؼ  فیلن هی طُیٍ ثِّب  ؾَ . زغبًِ هی

ؾوه    . ثدٍىای اغت ای ثب هس م، خَ  هػئلِ ّبی ثْتس ثسای ازتجبط زغبًِ زٍؼ
دف ایوي  شرازًود. ّو   ی یىػوبى ثوس یوبی ًووی    سیتوثر ّبی شًَبشَى فیلن  ؾىل

ِ     ؾٌبخت تفبٍت توثریس ؾوىل زٍایوی   پطٍّؽ  ای  ز  ثوب ؾوىل ریسزٍایوی همَ و
زٍؼ ثوَ ُ اغوت.    شیػت هحیظیب آٍزی هفبّین  ٍ ّبی هػتٌد ثس یب شیسی فیلن

 ِ ٍ  پووع -آشهووَى ٍ  ازای عووسپ پوویؽ  تجسثووی پووطٍّؽ ؾووج  آشهووَى ثووَ ُ 
ِ     27توب  20 ختس ثیي 20پػس ٍ  20وٌٌدشبى  ؾسوت قوَزت   غوبل ثَ ًود ووِ ثو

ِ  شوووبز ُتكوب فی  ز  ٍ شووسٍُ   هػووبٍی ؾووبهل  ی اًووداشُ ؾوودًد. ّووس شوسٍُ ثوو
ّوبی   ای  ز فؼب یوت  اش افسا  غبثمِ ودام یچوٌٌدشبى  ختس ٍ پػس ثَ  وِ ّ ؾسوت
ِ     هحیظ ت ّوب زثغوی ثوِ هغب ؼوب     ی تحكویلی آى  شیػوتی ًداؾوتٌد ٍ ًیوص زؾوت
ِ   ٍ هٌبثغ عجیؼوی  شیػت  هحیظ ّوبی هتتلوت تحكویلی     ًداؾوت. افوسا  اش زؾوت

ّبی تحكیلی  ز ٍضؼیت ّوگي لوساز   ّب ثب تَیِ ثِ هؼدل شسٍُ .شس آٍزی ؾدًد
ثوسای یوه   آشهَى یب شیسی ثِ ػوول آهود.     ز اثتدا اش ّس  ٍ شسٍُ پیؽ اؾتٌد. 

شیػت  هحیظ ٍی عجیؼ هٌبثغیلػِ فیلن هػتٌد زٍایی ثب هَضَع  8شسٍُ ثِ هدت 
فبلود غوبختبز زٍایوی     وِ یثسای شسٍُ  یگس ّوبى فیلن  زسب  ٍ ؾد  ًوبیؽ  ا ُ

آشهَى یب شیسی ٍ یوب  ازی ثوِ ػوول      ٍ شسٍُیت اش  زًْبثِ ًوبیؽ  زآهد. ثَ  
 ّبی سبوی یبفتِ ی آشهَى هبًىٍَا هَز  ثسزغی لساز شسفتٌد. یلٍِغ ثِّب  آهد.  ا ُ
ِ یًَع فیلن  ز تمَیت یب شیسی ٍ یب  ازی ثوَ .  زًت  ثیي  ٍ هؼٌب از  اش تفبٍت  جو

ّبیی وِ ؾىل زٍایوی  اؾوتٌد توثریسی ثیؿوتس ثوس هتییسّوبی یوب شیسی ٍ         فیلن
 .یب  ازی ثس یبی شراؾتٌد

 

، شیػت هحیظّبی ریسزٍایی،  زٍایی، فیلن  ّبی فیلن :یدیكل یّا ٍاصُ
 .، یب  ازییب شیس ی

 

 

 

Abstract: 

The environmental crisis is increasing today and this 
makes it imperative for people more than ever to expand 
their understanding of the environmental concepts. 
Accordingly, films can be an effective tool to do that, 
but finding the right medium is a matter of debate. 
Needless to say, different forms of films have different 
effects. Within the same line, the current paper aims to 
test out the effectiveness of narrative and non-narrative 
documentary films on the learning and retention of the 
environmental concepts. The research method was 
quasi-experimental, administering a pre-test and a post-
test on 20 male and 20 female participants between 20-
27 years old. The samples were randomly categorized 
into two groups. Both groups had an equal number of 
participants who did not have any earlier  environmental 
activities and their majors were not related to 
environment and natural resources studies. They were 
from a variety of educational backgrounds. The groups 
were homogenous in terms of GPA, too. Firstly, the pre-
test was administered to both groups. One group 
watched a narrative documentary on environmental and 
natural resources for 8 weeks, while the other group 
watched the non-narrative version of the same film for 
the same period. Then, a learning and retention test was 
given to both groups. The MANCOVA test was 
administered on the data and the findings showed a 
significant difference between the two groups in terms 
of learning and retention. It was concluded that narrative 
films can have a more significant effect on the learning 
and retention of the variables. 
 
Keywords: Narrative Films, Non-Narrative Films, 
Environment, Learning, Retention. 
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Introduction 
The environmental crisis is more related to 

people's understanding of their exploitation of 

the resources. This is because the preservation 

of the environment has a cultural basis. 

Therefore, one needs to cater for the 

relationship between the culture, values, and 

the consequent attitudes toward the policies, 

and plans raised and put into practice by the 

authorities (Karami & Keshavarz, 2015) 

Filmmakers have been concerned about 

people's understanding of the environment for 

a long time. In the 1950s, a TV series, called 

The Living Earth, was produced in the U.S. 

sponsored by Association of Environment. 

Mark Lewis, an Australian filmmaker, 

showed ironically the environmental effects of 

human error in his film Cane Toads (1988). 

An Inconvenient Truth (2006), produced by 

Davis Guggenheim, shows the effect of global 

warming. This is a lecture type documentary 

that addresses environmental crisis, over-

release of Co2, and global warming. In Mad 

Max: Fury Road (2015), a dystopia is 

depicted when empires are formed based on 

their access to water. Koyaanisqatsi (1982) is 

a documentary that suggests that the earth was 

once in harmony, and its nature was clean and 

untouched, but it is now distorted as humans 

have corrupted it for their technological goals. 

A 13-episode TV series called, Water and 

Soil, was released between 2015 – 2018 in 

Markazi province, Iran and it was one of the 

first professional attempts in the region to 

increase people's understanding of the 

environmental crisis to change their attitudes 

about the environmental preservation. 

This study was inspired when the Water and 

Soil series were produced, and it tries to 

investigate if a narrative documentary can 

have a better effect on increasing people's 

understanding of the environmental 

preservation in comparison with a non-

narrative documentary. 

Bordwell and Thomson (2012) have generally 

categorized films into the narrative and non-

narrative forms. They analyze the element of 

narrative in fiction movies and indicate that 

even documentary and experiential works can 

have narration and plot. They define narrative 

in films as a sequence of connected events 

that have a causal relationship, as well as 

specific time and place. 

The narrative is a concept that is often labeled 

as a story. A narrative begins in a particular 

setting and follows a series of cause and effect 

events, and ends in a new situation. The idea 

of narrative in such a conception is related to 

the events, their causes, time, and space. 

However, an accidental series of events 

cannot be taken as a narrative (ibid). 

Narrative systems are generally based on a 

story that could be narrated in different forms, 

while non-narrative systems could be found in 

educational, commercial, documentary and 

experiential films that are manifested as 

categorical, rhetorical, abstract, and 

associational. In the categorical form, the 

documentary only tries to categorize and 

convey information. However, as it has a 

simple pattern and merely conveys repetitive 

information, it might bore viewer. 

Educational films have mostly been released 

in a non-narrative form. They generally 

employ a formal topic and scientific 

discourse, but narrative forms which include 

plot, characterization, identification and 

emotional contact have not been employed in 

educational films very much. In other words, 

not many attempts have been made to engage 

the viewers in the narrative elements in 

educational films. 

Asa Berger (1997) believes that narrative is 

even prevalent in conversations and stories 

people tell each other about their daily 

routines. Most narratives have a linear and 

sequential format, the main features of which 

are: s/he said/I said/we said/they said. Asa 

Berger also links the concepts of narrative to 

movies. He believes that although Vladimir 

Propp considers "the nction" as the most basic 

component of a story, meaning the character's 

action in the story, one can also consider 

"shot" as the most basic component in a film. 
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The narrative form of a film means the 

organization of its components based on a 

series of causes in a particular time and place 

(Bordwell and Thomson, 2008). A film can 

employ speech, composition, shot angle, (the 

main features of shot), editing, and the other 

narrative elements to present a variety of 

views. It can structure the situation of the 

observer and the observed in different forms 

and refer to the objective and subjective 

conceptualization (Branigan, 1984). 

Genette (1993) maintains that the narration of 

a story mostly depends on the point of view. 

Accordingly, each point of view has a 

particular effect on films. For instance, since 

the first-person point of view is narrated 

through the narrator's mind, it can delve into 

the character's mind more and make us have 

identification with them (Bordwell and 

Thomson, 2012). Therefore, a positive 

consequence of narrative is the representation 

of concepts in the mind; in other words, a 

series of events that have a causal relationship 

with each other and form a logical pattern. As 

a result, the understanding that is formed 

through a narrative film can easily represent 

the concepts in the viewer's mind. This is 

because as noted by Shank and Abelson 

(1997), memory can remember the events 

more easily than individual concepts.  

Nonetheless, there is another form of film that 

is not concerned with a series of 

interconnected events and narration, but 

presents the concepts non-narratively and 

raises individual topics. Educational and 

documentary films are mostly included in the 

categorical films. Since they are presented in a 

simple form, viewers' attraction toward the 

film should be much considered. In other 

words, as the viewers' expectations are simply 

met, they might seem boring to them 

(Bordwell and Thomson, 2012). Viewers may 

lose interest and motivation in such films. As 

Bandura (1986) indicates, attracting the 

viewer's attention can help them to remember 

concepts better. In fact, without attraction, no 

significant learning and retention would 

happen. 

On the effect of the narrative, Murphy et al. 

(2015) found that narrative films had a better 

impact in conveying the hygienic information 

in comparison with the common non-narrative 

ones. Their study confirms, all in all, the 

positive effect of the narrative, but maintains 

that it has not been much used in the health-

related issues. Also, narrative films could 

have more effect on cultures enriched with a 

story-telling background and help them 

reduce their problems. Morgan, Movius, and 

Cody (2009) conducted a study on the effect 

of narrative on the knowledge, attitude, and 

behavior of the viewers. The findings 

suggested that the viewers could recall the 

content of the films even months before the 

final survey. Lisa et al. (2016) conducted an 

experimental study on the difference between 

the viewer's sympathy and their engagement 

in the first person and third-person narrations. 

The results showed that the viewers trusted 

the third person viewpoint more than the first 

person since they believed that the first person 

can lie, too. They believed that the third 

person's reliability was indirectly dependent 

on the reaction of the other characters. It was 

also found that effective and cognitive 

sympathy can put the viewers in the 

character's shoes. 

Learning means to acquire information, 

behaviors, and skills after going through 

practice, observation, and other experiences 

so that a change could be observed in the 

behaviors, knowledge or performance of the 

person. Conscious or subconscious learning 

happens when the input is logically 

categorized in the mind and merges with the 

previous knowledge, and finally get stored in 

the long-term memory (VandenBos, 2015). 

Some others define learning as a process 

through which knowledge and experience are 

acquired and resulted in a behavioral change 

(Reeber, 1995). 

The films we watch can be transformed into a 

source of knowledge for our daily decisions. 

Some films teach us points to which we could 

never have the first-hand experience, such as 

war, faraway places and imaginary creatures. 

Some other films show the experiences people 

have gone through, such as school rules and 
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sports activities. Still, some others collect 

information about the issues which have been 

directly experienced (Resnich, 2018, p. 3). 

Silberman (as cited in Hauff and Laaser, 

1996) emphasizes on the representative 

function of the films, which are not accessible 

directly. 

Learning and retention of skills are much 

easier than that of the mental concepts. The 

new input can harness the old data and even 

make them difficult to remember, but the new 

coding of the input can help them be retrieved 

(Senemoglu, 2016). Accordingly, the 

narrative elements can encode the concepts in 

a particular manner, as it is widely known that 

remembering the scenes of a film, watched 

many years ago, is possible for many. Films 

can be used to diminish the similarities and 

increase the retrieval codes considering that 

the viewers are attracted and engaged. Thus, 

attraction and engagement are the two 

important conditions of retention. Presenting 

information through a story can increase the 

possibility of these two conditions. Fardanesh 

(2016) also emphasizes the idea of attraction 

in his study about films and learning. 

Since people's knowledge and understanding 

of the environmental concepts can play a role 

in their decision toward the environment on 

the one hand, and films, particularly narrative 

ones, have the potential of increasing this 

understanding, the current study aimed to 

compare the effectiveness of narrative and 

non-narrative films on the learning and 

retention of the environmental concepts. 

 

Method 

This study employs a quasi-experimental 

research method. 40 young male and female 

participants from Arak, Iran, were randomly 

selected. Two groups of 20 were formed. 

Their age ranged from 20 to 27. None of them 

had any experience in environmental activities 

and their majors were not related to natural 

resources and environmental studies. They 

studied a variety of majors and their GPA was 

homogenous. 

Procedure 
The study used a pre-test /post-test design. 

Firstly, the pre-test was administered to both 

groups. In the next four weeks, participants 

watched a 10-minute film two times a week. 

The first group watched a non-narrative 

documentary about the issues of preserving 

the environment in which a third-person 

narrator (omniscient) presented some 

scientific information. The second group, 

however, watched a narrative documentary in 

which the third-person narrator was omitted, 

and elements of the environment such as 

plants presented the same scientific 

information to the viewers through the first-

person monologue or a dramatic dialogue with 

some edition of the pictures. 

These films were made from the rushes of two 

episodes of the Water and Soil TV 

documentary previously produced by the 

researchers between 2015-2018. The titles of 

the two episodes were Watershed and The 

Damages. 

After the eight sessions of presenting the 

concepts, a questionnaire was given to both 

groups. A retention test was also administered 

via telephone calls one month after the post-

test. 

 

The learning and retention assessment 

tools 

The learning assessment tool was an 80 open 

and close question researcher-made test, 10 of 

which were given to the participants each 

session. The items were based on the content 

of the film confirmed by the authorities of the 

environmental organization in the Markazi 

province, Iran. 

The reliability of the test was checked through 

the split-half method, meaning that the test 

was administered once and the answers were 

split. The calculated correlation was 0.85, 

which shows a high-reliability index.  

 

Data analysis 

Descriptive statistics (Mean, SD) were 

extracted from the data. The covariance 
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analysis was administered at the level of 

inferential statistics. 

 

Findings 

In this section, the measures of central 

tendency and dispersion of each variable in 

the pre-test and post-test (learning/retention) 

are presented. Table 1 demonstrates the 

descriptive statistics. The findings show that 

the mean of the learning and retention tests for 

the environmental concepts in the narrative 

group is more than the non-narrative group. 
 

Table 1. Frequency, Mean, and SD of the pre-test 

and post-test for learning and retention of the 

environmental concepts 

SD Mean No.  

Learning 

Environ. 

concepts 

1.62 8.01 20 Pre-test 

1.41 17.11 20 Learning 

1.70 15.91 20 Retention 

1.63 7.86 20 Pre-test 
Retention 

of envir. 

concepts 
1.48 15.17 20 Learning 

1.90 12.59 20 Retention 

 

Testing hypotheses 

H1: There is a significant difference between 

the effect of narrative and non-narrative 

documentary films on the learning of 

environmental concepts. 

H2: There is a significant difference between 

the effect of narrative and non-narrative 

documentary films on the retention of 

environmental concepts. 

ANCOVA test was employed to omit the 

effect of the pre-test. Before using the analysis 

of covariance, the normalization test of data 

dispersion and homogeneity of variances were 

administered for both groups. 

The results show that the dispersion of the 

variables in each group was normal at p<0.05. 

Also, the variance of each variable for both 

groups was the same at p<0.05. Therefore, the 

assumptions for employing the analysis of 

covariance were met. 

 
 

Table 2. Kolmogorov-Smirnov test of data for the 

two groups 

Sig. K.S  N
arrativ

e film
s

 

.984 .461 Pre-test 

.942 .529 Learning 

.285 .986 Retention 

   N
o

n
- n

arrativ
e 

film
s

 

.839 .619 Pre-test 

.956 .511 Learning 

.346 .935 Retention 

 

Table 3. Levene‘s test of equality of error 

variances 

 Sig DF2 DF1 F 

Learning the 

concepts 
.648 38 1 .212 

Retention of 

concepts 
.089 38 1 3.54 

 

The results for the analysis of covariance for 

comparing the two groups in terms of learning 

and retention of the environmental concepts 

are presented in table 4. 

As the hypotheses for the learning and 

retention of the environmental concepts have 

been presented separately, about the 

hypothesis of learning the environmental 

concepts, the data of the post-test (learning) 

group were considered as the pre-test of this 

hypothesis, and the data of the retention were 

considered as its post-test so that the 

conditions for the analysis of covariance could 

be met.  

The results of the analysis of covariance in the 

pre-test of both groups indicate that the F for 

the learning and retention pre-tests was 

significant, showing its effect. After 

controlling the effect of the post-test, it was 

revealed that the narrative documentary was 

effective in the learning and retention of the 

environmental concepts and there was a 

significant difference between the two groups. 

Therefore, it could be argued that the first 

hypothesis concerning the different effects of 

the narrative and non-narrative forms was 
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confirmed (P=0.001 and F1.37=66.329). This 

means that the two groups were different in 

their performance on the post-test, and the 

narrative documentary films had more effect 

on the learning of the environmental concepts. 

Also, the second hypothesis regarding the 

effect of the narrative documentary films on 

the retention of the environmental concepts 

was confirmed as well (P=0.001 and 

F1.,49=15.160). 

 

Conclusion 

The findings of this study showed that the 

narrative documentary films improved 

learning more than the non-narrative form. 

The narrative form is based on storytelling 

and characterization. Even when the objects 

are alive and able to move and speak, they can 

form a narrative. As Marcus et al. (2010) 

maintain, a film can increase sympathy with 

its subject matter. The viewers, in this regard, 

are concerned about the characters of the 

Story, and this can increase their motivation 

for watching the film. The first person's point 

of view can help us explore the characters' 

minds and sympathize with them since it is 

narrated from the narrator's mind. Moreover, 

the dramatic elements through narrative can 

make viewers follow the storyline. 

Encouraging interest and motivation can have 

a positive impact on learning. 

Since narrative films have a storyline, they 

can engage the viewers in the characters, 

suggesting that the viewers are ready to make 

contact with the film. The viewer follows the 

hints in the film and contributes to it. A film 

raises curiosity, suspense, surprise, and certain 

expectations in the viewers and engages them 

in a process. 

 

Table 4. Covariance test for comparing the two groups in terms of learning and retention of the 

environmental concepts 

Partial Eta 

squared 
Sig F Mean DF Sum Variable 

Learning 

Environ. 

concepts 

.769 .001 122.9360 61.259 1 61.259 Pre-test 

.642 .001 66.329 33.035 1 33.053 groups 

   .498 37 18.438 Error 

    40 10542.063 Sum 

Retention 

of envir. 

concepts 

.791 .001 140.038 97.410 1 97.410 Pre-test 

.291 .0001 15.160 10545 1 10.545 Groups 

   .696 37 2 Error 

 

As Bordwell and Thompson (2012) indicate, a 

narrative can generally help us get closer to 

the characters and sympathize with them.  

watching a film puts us in the same context of 

the scenes, thus, the pictures can help us 

perceive the realities as they are depicted in a 

scientific adventure. Reviewing the studies 

related to films, Fardanesh believes that one 

of the main pre-requirements of this medium 

for educational success is an element of 

attraction, which can be achieved through 

narrative and story. Silbermann's 

representative function of films is a crucial 

point in the detailed representation of realities 

that cannot be experienced by the viewers. 

Although it could be claimed that films, in 

general, have a positive effect on learning, the 

narrative forms have a more significant effect 

in this regard. 

Retention is related to memory, though 

interest and attention can play a key role here. 

looked from this perspective, narrative can 
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increase the level of interest and attention. 

Based on Shank and Abelson's theory (1997), 

it could be argued that human's memory can 

perform better in a series of causal events and 

retention happens more effectively in this 

regard. 

Fardanesh indicates that the narrative 

elements of a film can do the encoding and 

make a particular distinction between the 

concepts they represent. As it is generally 

known,  

remembering scenes of an old-viewed film is 

possible if it is attractive. Narrative form, 

therefore, is more attractive than the non-

narrative form of representation, as 

storytelling is an attractive action in its 

account. The findings of this study also show 

that a narrative film can have a better effect 

than the non-narrative version on the retention 

of environmental concepts. 

The findings of this study can be contributive 

for the filmmakers and broadcasters who are 

seeking an effective way to influence the 

viewers, particularly those who write and 

make films about the environment.
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