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Abstract

The consolidation of digital society has transformed the communication practices of new
generations, and with them, the literacy demands facing higher education. In this context,
the video essay emerges as a practice situated at the intersection of technological innovation,
social change, and university education: based on audiovisual analysis, it requires its
creators to interpret, argue, and communicate through images. This study examines how
Generation Z university students appropriate the video essay as a practice of audiovisual
literacy and a communication strategy of their own. A qualitative case study was conducted
on 24 sixth-semester students in the Communication program at Universidad Técnica del
Norte (Ibarra, Ecuador), combining the production of video essays, classroom observation,
and focus groups; the 15 highest-rated video essays were purposively selected for in-depth
analysis through thematic coding. Within this high-performing corpus, students redefined
the video essay as a language of their own: they incorporated visual codes from the platforms
they used but oriented them toward critical and sustained argumentation, which nuances
techno-deterministic readings of this generation. The study provides situated evidence
from an underrepresented region and offers insights for rethinking digital literacy in the
university education of media communicators.

Keywords: video essay; generation Z; film analysis; communication strategy; audiovisual
literacy; educommunication; case study

1. Introduction

A college student swipes up, and in less than a minute, she has watched a dozen vertical
videos, each fifteen seconds long. Hours later, in class, she must create a video essay of up
to ten minutes that makes a case about a film. The term is used here in the sense developed
in film studies—a work of audiovisual criticism that argues about films through their own
images and sounds—and not in the broader senses it has in other fields, such as an academic
lecture presented on video or a hybrid documentary—fiction piece. Much of the tension
running through contemporary digital society—and the educational institutions tasked
with shaping it—lies between these two gestures: fragmented consumption and reflective
production. The consolidation of a media ecosystem saturated with screens has not only
transformed how information circulates but has also reshaped the communication practices
of new generations, and with them, the literacy demands facing higher education [1,2].

This transformation particularly challenges Generation Z, defined by the Pew Research
Center as the cohort born between 1997 and 2012 [3]. Unlike previous generations, its

Societies 2026, 16, 375

https://doi.org/10.3390/s0c16110375


https://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog?doi=10.3390/soc16110375&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-11-05
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.mdpi.com/journal/societies
https://www.mdpi.com
https://orcid.org/0000-0002-4493-5903
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-6687-9933
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-5394-3721
https://orcid.org/0000-0001-8716-9359
https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16110375

Societies 2026, 16, 375

20f17

members do not remember a world without constant connectivity: they are, in Prensky’s
well-known formulation, “digital natives” for whom technological mediation is constitutive
rather than acquired [4]—a notion that has since been widely contested for overstating the
homogeneity of digital skills within a generation [5-7]. Several studies have characterized
their communication profile by a preference for short, immediately consumable content—
so-called “snackable” formats—and by a decisive shift toward online video over traditional
media [8,9]. Platforms like TikTok not only capture their attention but have redefined the
grammar of youth audiovisual storytelling and self-representation [10,11]. Understanding
how this generation produces—and not merely consumes—audiovisual discourse has thus
become a central issue for the social sciences: youth communication practices serve as an
early indicator of broader transformations in the digital public sphere, understood here as
the set of social media platforms and online spaces in which public conversation increasingly
takes place.

The video essay lies at the intersection of this visual culture and critical reflection.
Emerging in film studies as a form of criticism “in sound and image” that demands a rhetoric
distinct from that of written academic text [12], and drawing on the longer tradition of
the essay film [13,14], the video essay migrated from academic circles to digital platforms,
where it is now a popular and recognizable genre [15]. Its defining feature is twofold: it
draws on audiovisual analysis—the careful deconstruction of shot, editing, sound, and
narrative [16-18]—but transforms it into a communicative act directed at an audience. It
is, simultaneously, a method of interpretation and a strategy of expression. This duality
makes it particularly revealing for studying a generation that argues and takes a stance with
images as much as with words, and places it squarely in the realm of audiovisual literacy
that digital societies demand of their citizens.

However, the phenomenon contains a tension that the literature has not resolved and
that should be made explicit. On the one hand, much of the research describes Generation
Z based on its fragmented consumption and low tolerance for lengthy formats [9,10]. On
the other hand, the video essay demands exactly the opposite: sustained attention, an
argumentative structure, and a close reading of the audiovisual material. Is the video essay,
then, a format alien to the logic of this generation, or rather a bridge between its visual
fluidity and the demands of critical thinking? This divergence points to a fundamental
debate in the study of digital society: the opposition between techno-deterministic read-
ings, which attribute youth behaviors to the properties of devices [19], and approaches
that understand technology and society as mutually constitutive, where young people
appear as a participatory and “prosumer” culture capable of re-signifying the media they
use [20-22]—that is, of giving media texts new meanings by relocating them in their own
contexts, concerns, and questions. This study aligns with the second perspective but subjects
it to empirical testing rather than simply accepting it.

Through educommunication and media literacy, this second interpretation has gained
ground. Jenkins’s notion of convergence culture [20] and the concept of prosumer citi-
zenship [21] argue that young people are not passive recipients, but rather producers of
meaning whose media literacy can and should be cultivated in educational settings [23,24].
In fact, it has been argued that media literacy constitutes, in and of itself, a form of crit-
ical expression that is not acquired simply by being born in the digital age, but rather
requires explicit training [25], and its dimensions—from the reception of messages to their
production—have been systematized in media competence frameworks [26-29]. In this
vein, recent research has developed educommunication formats and products aimed at
strengthening Generation Z'’s critical thinking in the face of misinformation and information
fragmentation [30-32], reviving an agenda that Ibero-American educommunication in
particular has been advocating for decades [33,34]. The video essay, rooted in film analysis,

https://doi.org/10.3390/s0c16110375


https://doi.org/10.3390/soc16110375

Societies 2026, 16, 375

30f17

is part of this effort: it compels the producer to interpret, select, prioritize, and argue,
transforming passive viewing into a critical exercise, and potentially, into a pedagogical
innovation for university education in communication.

In the Ecuadorian context, studies on digital competencies in higher education have fo-
cused primarily on teacher training and virtual learning environments [35]. However, there
is a dearth of empirical studies examining how students themselves appropriate audiovisual
formats as a literacy practice and a communication strategy. This gap is significant because
educational contexts in the region have their own technological, cultural, and institutional
conditions, and frameworks developed in other regions cannot simply be transferred to
them. Studying these contexts brings the voices of historically underrepresented regions
into debates about the digital society.

This study addresses that gap through a qualitative case study on sixth-semester
(third-year) students in the Communication program at Universidad Técnica del Norte
(Ibarra, Ecuador). The main objective is to understand how these young people appro-
priate the video essay—built upon film analysis—as an audiovisual literacy practice and
a communication strategy specific to their generation. This objective gives rise to three
research questions: (i) What audiovisual analysis operations do students employ when
producing a video essay? (ii) What communicative functions—expressive, argumentative,
identity-related—do they attribute to this format? and (iii) To what extent does the video
essay link their daily digital consumption with a reflective and critical practice? As a starting
proposition, we argue that far from being alien to Generation Z, the video essay functions
as a meeting point between their visual fluency and the demands of rigorous analysis.

2. Materials and Methods
2.1. Research Design

A qualitative approach was adopted using a single-case study [36,37], aimed at gaining
an in-depth understanding of how a group of Generation Z university students appropriates
the video essay as a practice of audiovisual literacy and a communicational strategy. A
case study is appropriate for examining a contemporary phenomenon within its real-world
context, without separating it from the institutional and cultural conditions that shape it. The
research combined three sources of evidence—analysis of the video essays produced, focus
groups, and classroom observation—which allowed for data triangulation and strengthened
the credibility of the interpretations [38,39] (Figure 1).

2.2. Context and Participants

The study was conducted in the Communication program at Universidad Técnica
del Norte (Ibarra, Ecuador) between late March and early May 2026. The participants
were the 24 students enrolled in the sixth semester of this eight-semester undergraduate
program, that is, in their third year of study (12 men and 12 women, aged between 19 and
21). The video essay was produced within Cine (Cinema), a film studies course taught
in the sixth semester; the assignment was therefore approached from the perspective of
film analysis and audiovisual criticism rather than as a general multimedia task. The entire
group carried out the activity as part of their regular coursework and took part in the
focus groups and observed sessions; for the in-depth analysis of the audiovisual products,
purposive sampling was applied, selecting the 15 highest-rated video essays. This selection
was made by the team of faculty researchers using a common evaluation rubric (described
in Section 2.4), with the aim of focusing the analysis on cases that demonstrated a more
comprehensive development of the dimensions of interest.
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Analysis rubric Focus groups Classroom observation
(15 video essays) (4 groups x 6 students) (1 course, 24 students)

Data triangulation

Patterns, convergences, and tensions
(Results)

Figure 1. Methodological design and triangulation of evidence sources.

The two faculty researchers scored the 24 video essays independently with the rubric,
and after reconciling their ratings by consensus, retained the 15 works with the highest
overall assessment as the analytical corpus. This purposive criterion was intended to focus
the qualitative analysis on the productions that most fully displayed the three dimensions
of interest; consequently, the findings characterize the most developed expression of the
group’s competence rather than its average performance—a scope condition we return to in
Section 4.4. This strategy corresponds to what Patton describes as intensity sampling: the
selection of information-rich cases that manifest the phenomenon of interest intensely, but
not as extreme or deviant cases [40]. It is consistent with the aim of the study, which is not
to estimate how widespread the competence is, but to understand how it unfolds when it
does emerge. Accordingly, all findings derived from the product analysis refer exclusively
to this high-performing corpus and are not generalized to the whole group of 24 students,
nor to Generation Z as a whole; the focus-group and observation data, which did involve
the whole group, were used to contextualize these products rather than to extend their
conclusions to the less successful works.

2.3. The Task: Production of the Video Essay

Each student individually produced a video essay of up to ten minutes. Each video
essay was based on a film chosen by the student. Before production, all participants attended
a training session on the video essay, which covered its origins in audiovisual criticism,
its rhetorical features, how it differs from commentary and reviews, and the stages of its
production. The assignment did not prescribe a fixed format. Instead, it asked students
to construct, in their own voice, a reasoned interpretation of the chosen film. In total,
the students produced 24 video essays, and 15 of them formed the analyzed corpus (see
Section 2.2).

2.4. Instruments and Data Collection

One essential instrument employed in this study was a video essay analysis rubric: a
three-dimensional analysis matrix designed for the qualitative analysis of the video essays.
The same matrix was used to rate them, which allowed the selection of the corpus described
in Section 2.2. The dimensions of analysis are as follows: (1) thematic appropriation of
the reference film; (2) narrative structure of the video essay; and (3) expressive resources
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of digital environments. The indicators of each dimension are detailed in Table 1 and the
complete instrument in Appendix A.1. Dimensions D2 and D3 each included a coherence
indicator rated on a scale of 1 to 5 (1 = very low or absent development of the indicator;
5 = excellent, fully developed), and the matrix closed with an overall assessment (1-5) and
a concluding summary of strengths, areas for improvement, and cross-cutting patterns.
The indicators assess function rather than mere presence; for example, “use of film clips”
refers to how the clips selected from the reference film support the student’s argument,
and not only to how well they are technically integrated. The categories of D2 and D3 were
derived from established models of film analysis [16-18] and from the dimensions of media
competence related to language, technology, and aesthetics [26].

Table 1. Video essay analysis matrix: dimensions and indicators.

Dimension Indicators Analyzed

Theme of the video essay; theme of the
film; type of relationship
(replication/re-signification/contrast);
personal experiences; social concerns;
identity positioning.

D1. Thematic appropriation of the
reference film

Type of structure
(linear/non-linear/circular); opening and
closing; use of the narrator’s voice; plot
D2. Narrative structure of the video essay construction
(inductive/deductive/essayistic);
authorial hallmarks; thematic-narrative
coherence (1-5).

Visual resources (editing, effects,
typography, color); sound/musical
D3. Expressive resources of digital resources; use of film clips; intertextuality;
environments elements of digital platforms (rhythm,
subtitles, formats); coherence between
resources and plot (1-5).

Strengths; areas for improvement;
Summary and overall assessment cross-cutting patterns; unique features;
overall assessment (1-5) with justification.

This matrix constituted the coding instrument used by the two researchers to analyze each video essay.
Dimensions D2 and D3, and the overall assessment, were rated on a 1-5 scale (1 = very low or absent;
5 = excellent). In D1, replication denotes a video essay that mainly reproduces the plot or message of
the film; re-signification, one that uses the film to construct a new meaning linked to the author’s
own concerns or context; and contrast, one that questions or argues against the film’s perspective.

Focus groups: Four focus groups of six students each were conducted (24 participants
in total), following the thematic outline presented in Appendix A.2; each group met for
approximately 30 min in every class session over a period of two weeks, so that the four
groups had a similar amount of contact time. The sessions explored the students” experience
in viewing and analyzing different films and cinematic genres, as well as how they translated
that interpretation into an audiovisual project created from their own perspective. This
technique provided insight into the motivations, creative decisions, and self-perceptions
that are not directly observable in the final product. Session transcripts were anonymized
before analysis.

Classroom observation: Throughout the process, the research team conducted direct
observation during the class sessions of the Cine course (a single class group of 24 students),
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documenting work dynamics, recurring questions, and the decisions students made while
creating their video essays.

Project descriptions: Some students submitted, together with their video essays, a brief
written description of their project explaining their aims and creative decisions. Because
these descriptions were not available for every case, they were used only as complementary
evidence of the intentions stated by their authors (e.g., E1-E3), and not as a systematic
data source.

2.5. Data Analysis

The analysis was conducted manually using a hybrid procedure that combined deduc-
tive and inductive categories. Initially, the 15 video essays were analyzed deductively using
the described matrix: two researchers completed the rubric for each product and compared
their ratings, resolving discrepancies by consensus to strengthen interpretive reliability. In
a second stage, the focus group transcripts and observation records were subjected to the-
matic analysis [41,42]: the three dimensions of the rubric were used as starting categories,
while unexpected subthemes emerged from the students’ voices, which were incorporated
inductively. Finally, the three sources were triangulated to identify convergences, tensions,
and cross-cutting patterns, which form the basis of the results shown in Section 3. The
type of relationship with the reference film (D1) was coded according to explicit criteria.
A video essay was coded as replication when it mainly retold the plot or restated the mes-
sage of the film, even when this was accompanied by evaluative commentary of the kind
found in a review; as re-signification when it used the film to build a thesis of its own that
relocated the meaning of the film in a different context or concern—typically the author’s
present, the Latin American context, or a social issue not central to the film—so that the film
functioned as evidence for that thesis; and as contrast when it questioned or argued against
the perspective of the film. Since every video essay involves some degree of interpretation,
interpretation as such was not treated as a separate category: re-signification designates a
specific type of interpretation, one that changes the frame of reference of the film rather
than explaining it on its own terms. Finally, in reporting the results, we distinguish three
levels of evidence: features observed in the products (rubric analysis), intentions stated
by the students (focus groups, and where available, project descriptions), and our own
analytical interpretations, which are presented as such.

2.6. Ethical Considerations

Under Ecuadorian regulations, non-clinical and non-interventional educational re-
search does not require review by a Research Ethics Committee for Human Subjects (CEISH);
the study was therefore conducted in accordance with the Code of Ethics of Universidad
Técnica del Norte, approved by the University’s Honorable Consejo Universitario on 11
October 2012, which establishes the protection of personal data, privacy, and confidentiality
as binding obligations, and with the core principles of the Declaration of Helsinki [43]
(see the Institutional Review Board Statement). Before data collection, all 24 students, all
of whom were of legal age (19-21 years), were informed about the aims of the study, the
procedures involved (the use of their video essays as research material, their participation in
focus groups, and classroom observation), and the intended academic dissemination of the
results. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants; it explicitly covered
the research use of their video essays, of their project descriptions where available, and of
anonymized quotations from the focus groups. Participation in the research was voluntary:
although the video essay was a regular course assignment, consenting to the use of the
products and testimonies for research purposes, as well as taking part in the focus groups,
had no bearing on course grades. Participants were also informed that they could withdraw
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their consent at any time without any academic consequence. To minimize the influence of
the instructor-student relationship, course grades were finalized and communicated before
the research analysis of the video essays began, and the focus groups were moderated by a
member of the research team who was not responsible for grading the course. To ensure
confidentiality and anonymity, participants are identified exclusively by alphanumeric
codes (E1-E15 for the analyzed corpus), no names or other identifying details are reported,
and testimonies are quoted without attribution to identifiable individuals. The rubric sheets,
focus-group transcripts, and observation records were anonymized before analysis and
used exclusively for the purposes of this study.

3. Results

A triangulated analysis of the fifteen selected video essays, the four focus groups, and
the observation records revealed consistent patterns across the three dimensions examined.
Within this high-performing corpus, and far from reproducing the logic of fragmented
consumption often attributed to Generation Z, the students used the video essay as a space
for argumentative development and personal positioning, linking the codes of the platforms
they use—that is, their audiovisual conventions of editing, thythm, format, and address—
with a critical view of social reality. The overall assessments of the analyzed products
ranged from 3.5 to 5 on the 1-5 scale (mean = 4.4; median = 4): seven essays were rated
4, six were rated 5, one was rated 4.5, and one was rated 3.5. These values describe the
15 works selected for in-depth analysis and should not be read as the average performance
of the 24 students. Figure 2 summarizes the categories and subthemes that organize the
presentation of the results.

The video essay as a practice of
audiovisual literacy

/ V\

-

D1. Thematic

appropriation

D2. Narrative structure

D3. Digital resources

Re-signification of the
reference film

Essayistic argument

Hybridization of film and
social media

Latin American historical
memory

First-person voice/
voice-over

Juxtaposition and archival
images

Identity positioning

Non-linear and reflective
structure

Color and lighting

Figure 2. Map of the categories and subthemes emerging from the analysis.

3.1. Thematic Appropriation: From the Reference Film to One’s Own Voice

The selection of films revealed a marked orientation toward historical memory cinema
and social drama. As shown in Table 2, the great majority of the corpus (13 out of 15)
focused on narratives of conflict and memory: nine video essays drew from works set
during World War II or its aftermath or in the European context, and four were rooted in
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Latin American memory (dictatorships, disappearances, and Ecuadorian cases), while the

remaining two explored family, identity, and cinematic form.

Table 2. Thematic distribution of the video essay corpus (n = 15).

Thematic Focus of the Source Material n Corpus %
World War II and its aftermath/European context 9 60%
Latin American memory (dictatorships, disappearances, Ecuador) 4 27%
Family, identity, and cinematic form 2 13%
Total 15 100%

Percentages are rounded to the nearest whole number and may not sum to exactly 100. Category
membership by code—WWII and its aftermath/European context: E1, E2, E3, E9, E11, E12, E13, E14,
E15; Latin American memory: E4, E5, E6, E7; Family, identity, and cinematic form: E8, E10.

Beyond the chosen theme, the decisive feature was the treatment: rather than merely

summarizing the plot, the students used the film as a starting point to address broader

social concerns, articulated in their own voices. Thus, a process of re-signification—rather

than mere replication—of the reference film prevailed (14 out of the 15 cases; Table 3), in

which the film served as a tool for reflecting on the present and history itself.

Table 3. Summary of the video essays analyzed.

Code Film Period/Context Video Essay Theme Relationship Structure Rating (1-5)
El Valkyrie World War II The dec151o;1f/ ;:)ﬁ‘mahzatlon Re-signification Linear 4
E2 Dunkirk World War II Tge time be'fore Re-signification Linear-reflective 4

1sappearing
E3 The Sleeping Voice Post—Spanish Civil Silenced women Re-signification Linear-reflective 4
War period
Con mi corazén en Restrepo Case, Memory; connection with
E4 { the children of the Re-signification Non-linear 4
Yambo Ecuador (1988)
Falklands
E5 Argentina, 1985 Argenhng Justice Re-signification Not recorded 5
dictatorship
E6 La n{)}ch‘e de los Argentmg Friendship and music as a Re-signification Not recorded 5
4pices dictatorship path to memory
E7 Lamuerte c}le Jaime - Ecuador, dg MOCTAtic  National political memory Re-signification Non-linear 5
Roldos transition
En el nombre de la Ecuador A young girl’s journey of
E8 " (contemporary young i s J y Re-signification Non-linear 5
hija . self-discovery
cinema)
E9 Inglourious Basterds World War II Th.e @gstruction Ojf the Re-signification Linear 4
civilian population
From black-and-white to
E10 The Wizard of Oz Months before the color: how color transforms Re-signification Reflective 5
outbreak of WWII
a story
El fotégrafo de . ) The camera as an P .
E11 Mauthausen Nazi occupation instrument of denunciation Re-signification Non-linear 5
Argentina -
E12 Operation Finale (post-war; capture Forced to klll. in order to Contrast Linear 3.5
) survive
of Eichmann)
E13 El lal;ermto del Francoist period The dlrep tor’s oneiric world; Re-signification Reflective 4
auno re-signifying the monster
E14 Schindler’s List World War I How an ordinary man can Re-signification Linear 4.5
save the world
El5 Fury Final month of How war affects people; Re-signification Linear 4

World War I

what it leaves in combatants

Participants are identified by codes (E1-E15) to preserve anonymity. “Not recorded” indicates fields
not documented in the corresponding analysis sheet. The table presents the full corpus of 15 video
essays selected for in-depth analysis.
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This shift from summary to interpretation was clearly expressed by one of the partici-
pants, who described her experience in these terms:

“It was a way of understanding that cinema is not just entertainment. I found it so
valuable how cinema can connect us to eras and situations that aren’t analyzed
in our time and that are part of historical memory. It sparked my creativity,
allowing me to discuss the context in which the film was made and transform it
visually, so that my social media followers can see that talking about a film in a
video essay isn't just about summarizing the plot; there’s a context that exists
beyond the image.”

This testimony encapsulates the central finding of this dimension: the explicit aware-
ness that film analysis goes beyond plot and requires reconstructing a historical and social
context. Consistent with this, a recurring feature was the impulse to contextualize; the video
essays incorporated an account of what was happening during the era portrayed, building
bridges between the cinematic narrative and its backdrop. The analysis sheets confirm this
orientation: in “Valkyrie” (E1), the author of this video essay shifted the film’s theme—
control over destiny—toward a reflection on the “normalization of evil” and the need to
know “a story told in a different way”; in “Dunkirk” (E2), the war context was re-signified
as a meditation on time, survival, and “collective silence and its consequences”; and in “The
Sleeping Voice” (E3), the Spanish postwar period became a reflection on “silenced women”
and on silence as an act of resistance that does not renounce identity.

Particularly revealing was the way in which some students connected global references
with Latin American and Ecuadorian memory. An illustrative case is that of a student
(E4), who starting from the theme of the children of the Falklands, connected it with
the Ecuadorian documentary “Con mi corazén en Yambo”, linking disappearance and
mourning in two different contexts. We interpreted this gesture as a process of critical
appropriation: the external reference becomes a tool for naming a reality that is both
personal and local. Collectively, the video essays in the corpus brought to light social
concerns—memory, political violence, loss—and a clear sense of identity on the part of
their authors, who recognized themselves as part of the stories they were telling.

3.2. Narrative Structure: Voice as the Core of the Plot

In their narrative construction, students employed both non-linear structures and
reflective linear structures. When they opted for non-linearity, they organized the material
through temporal jumps, thematic associations, and juxtapositions, in line with the editing
conventions of the social media platforms they used in their everyday lives, such as TikTok
and YouTube; when they chose a linear sequence, it was subordinated to an argumentative
purpose, as in “Dunkirk” (E2), described in its profile as a “linear-reflective” structure
that progresses to the rhythm of a countdown. In the cases in which the structure was
documented (13 out of 15; Table 3), the narrative form served the argument: it allowed the
past and the present to be linked, or the specific case to be connected to a broader reflection.

A cross-cutting finding was the construction of the plot in an essayistic style. The
analyzed profiles agreed in characterizing the argumentative mode as essayistic, “because
it combines personal reflection and audiovisual interpretation.” This category, central
to video essay theory, emerged in the students’ practice without being prescribed by the
assignment, which we interpreted as a sign that the format was embraced in its specificity
and not as a mere illustrated commentary. The author’s voice emerged as the backbone of
the narrative. Most students used their own voice to drive the plot; some did so through
a voice-over narration that, according to the case studies, “guides the emotional analysis
and connects the scenes with universal human experiences.” The authorial presence was
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explicit and recognizable, manifested in specific stylistic markers—close-ups, an emphasis
on the psychological perception of time, an emotional narrative centered on silence—which
suggest that the video essay was approached as an expressive practice in its own right.
Thematic-narrative coherence was rated at levels 4 to 5 across the corpus, in line with the
overall assessments reported in Table 3.

3.3. Expressive Resources of Digital Environments

The third dimension showed the hybridization between cinematic language and the
codes of digital platforms. Students combined archival footage from the period with film
clips and used image juxtaposition to relate historical data to the work’s theme, visually
reinforcing their argument. This technique of visual contrast functioned as an analytical
resource: the image did not merely illustrate but argued. The use of color and lighting
was intentional, as the students” own project descriptions show. In “Valkyrie” (E1), for
example, the filmmaker employed dark tones and a red hue associated, according to her
project description, with “the blood shed during the period of history depicted.” Similarly,
the authors of “Dunkirk” (E2) and “The Sleeping Voice” (E3) explained in their project
descriptions that they chose cool and dark palettes to build tension and a climate of repres-
sion. In “Argentina, 1985” (E5), the use of real news footage from the period of the military
juntas reinforced the documentary grounding of the narrative, drawing on the evidentiary
conventions of documentary film [44].

Alongside these cinematographic techniques, elements characteristic of youth digital
culture appeared. The use of bloopers, fast and dynamic editing rhythms, and specific
formats drew on the aesthetics of platforms like TikTok or YouTube, which the students
incorporated into a product intended to provoke reflection. Far from trivializing the content,
this blend suggests an ability to adapt codes from one domain to another, putting social
media resources at the service of a sustained argument. The products alone cannot show
whether each of these choices was a deliberate transfer or a partial reproduction of familiar
platform habits; what the evaluation sheets do show is that these resources served the
argument rather than functioning as ornament. The coherence between resources and plot
was rated predominantly at level 4, and the observations in the evaluation sheets highlight
that “the editing aids understanding of the content” and that “the integration of image,
sound, and narration allows for reflection on the topic addressed.”

3.4. The Video Essay According to Its Creators: A Deeper Connection

The focus groups provided an interpretive dimension that the final products alone did
not reveal. When describing their experience, the students repeatedly drew on a lexical field
linked to the themes they explored—power, war, disappearance, grief, resilience—which
points to the significance of social concerns in their engagement with the format. Even
more significant was the way they conceptualized the video essay: for them, it represented
a new way of connecting online, one that was deeper than the short formats to which they
were accustomed. In contrast to fast-paced and ephemeral consumption, they perceived the
video essay as a space to say something with substance and to be heard in a different way.

This finding is central to the study’s objectives. The participants did not describe the
task as an academic imposition alien to their world, but rather as a qualitatively distinct
extension of their online communication practices. For this group, the video essay thus
emerged as a meeting point between the participants’ visual fluency and the demands
of rigorous analysis, which nuances, at least for this case, interpretations that reduce this
generation to distraction and superficiality.
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4. Discussion

The results of this study provide answers to the three research questions and bring
into sharper focus the debate raised in the Introduction: the contrast between techno-
deterministic interpretations of Generation Z and approaches that view technology and
society as mutually constitutive. Within the limits of the selected corpus, the evidence leans
toward the second perspective but qualifies it: students appear neither as the scattered
consumers described in part of the literature [9,10,19] nor as spontaneously competent
“prosumers” simply because they were born into a digital environment [4]. In this respect,
our findings converge with critical reviews of the “digital native” thesis, which found little
evidence of a generationally homogeneous competence and stressed the variability of skills
within the same cohort [5-7]. What the data reveal is a competence that is activated and
becomes critical when mediated by an educational tool—in this case, the video essay.

In relation to previous research, the findings can be summarized at three levels. They
confirm studies showing that critical media literacy develops when it is explicitly culti-
vated [25,32] and that the video essay functions as a form of knowledge production rather
than as a summary [12,15]. They qualify both the generational portrait centered on frag-
mented consumption [9,19] and celebratory accounts of young people as spontaneous
prosumers [4,20]: the competence observed was real, but it was mediated by a pedagogical
framework and documented only in the most accomplished productions. Finally, they
challenge the assumption that a preference for short formats implies an inability to sus-
tain audiovisual argumentation, although this challenge is limited to the corpus analyzed.
Sections 4.1-4.3 develop these points in relation to each research question.

4.1. From Replication to Re-Signification: A Critical Appropriation

In response to the first research question, the most consistent finding is that students
did not summarize the films, but rather re-signified them. Fourteen out of the fifteen cases
systematized in Table 3 established a relationship of re-signification with the reference
film, using it as a starting point to reflect on issues of memory;, justice, political violence,
and mourning; only one case (E12) worked through contrast. This shift from summary to
interpretation is precisely the operation that distinguishes the video essay from the review
and that the tradition of videographic criticism identifies as its defining feature: thinking
with and through images, not merely about them [12]. That undergraduate students
arrive at this operation, even in an incipient form, suggests that the format has a specific
educational value: to build an argument, students must select, order, and juxtapose images
and sounds, which turns film viewing into an exercise of interpretation and audiovisual
argumentation that a written summary or an illustrated commentary does not demand to
the same degree.

This finding converges with the literature that conceives the video essay as a form of
knowledge production rather than as an illustrated summary [12,14,15], and with the essay-
istic tradition in which the moving image becomes a means of thought [13]. It also resonates
with Halbwachs’s notion that memory is constructed within social frameworks [45]: the
students did not merely retrieve the past depicted in the films but re-inscribed it in frame-
works that were meaningful to them. However, this literature has largely been produced by
and for scholars and experienced critics [12,15] and says little about novice practitioners.
Our results extend it by showing that the re-signifying operation can also emerge among
undergraduates working under curricular conditions; at the same time, because the analysis
focused on the highest-rated works, this extension should be tested against less successful
productions before it can be considered characteristic of student video essays in general.

The direction that this re-signification took is, moreover, significant for the objectives
of this study. Far from limiting themselves to the global references they mostly chose—
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World War II, the Spanish postwar period—several students reoriented them toward Latin
American and Ecuadorian memory. The most eloquent case was the video essay that
connected the children of the Falklands with the documentary “Con mi corazén en Yambo”
(E4), but the trend is recurrent: four out of the fifteen essays (E4-E7; Table 2) were anchored
in Latin American contexts of dictatorship, disappearance, or political memory—among
them “Argentina, 1985”, “La noche de los lapices”, and “La muerte de Jaime Roldés”—and
a fifth (E8, “En el nombre de la hija”) drew on contemporary Ecuadorian cinema. This
gravitation toward the local suggests that, in this corpus, the video essay worked as a
vehicle for identity construction: a tool for young Ecuadorians to articulate, from their own
perspective, a history they feel is their own. It is precisely this kind of situated evidence,
coming from a region underrepresented in debates about digital society, that the field needs.

4.2. The Hybridization of Codes as Media Competence

The second research question (What communicative functions do students attribute to
the format?) is answered by the hybridization observed in the third dimension. The students
combined resources from cinematic language (archival images, meaningful juxtaposition,
intentional use of color and lighting) with codes specific to the digital platforms they used
(fast editing rhythms, bloopers, TikTok and YouTube formats). We interpret this mixture not
as contamination or trivialization, but as the manifestation of media literacy in action. Ashas
been argued, media literacy is a form of critical expression that does not arise spontaneously,
but rather requires cultivation [25]; what is observed here is students shifting codes from
one field to another, putting the resources of digital culture at the service of a sustained
argument. This interpretation requires caution: because the analysis relied mainly on the
finished products, intentionality can be documented only where students stated it—in their
project descriptions and in the focus groups—and we cannot rule out that some platform
codes were reproduced by habit rather than consciously transferred.

This result engages directly with the notion of convergence culture [20,22]: the au-
thors of the analyzed video essays acted as producers who reconfigured and recombined
media materials, not as passive recipients. But the study adds an important nuance for the
sociology of technology: that prosumer capacity was not automatic. It unfolded within a
pedagogical framework—a prompt, prior training, a rubric—that guided and elevated it.
Herein lies the study’s contribution to the discussion on the co-construction of technology;,
society, and education: technology provides the grammars (the platforms, the formats),
but it is educational mediation that transforms them into critical audiovisual literacy. The
findings thus point neither to technological determinism nor to digital spontaneity, but to
co-construction.

Not all the literature would read this hybridization so favorably. Critical approaches
to platform culture warn that the grammars of TikTok or YouTube are not neutral but are
shaped by engagement metrics and commercial logics [2], and media-education scholars
caution against celebratory accounts that equate media production with critical understand-
ing [24]. Our data partly support this caution: in the corpus, platform codes appeared
subordinated to an argument, but the study did not examine whether students reflected
explicitly on the economic and algorithmic conditions of those platforms—a dimension
that media and information literacy frameworks consider central [26,29]. Conversely, the
results converge with intervention research showing that critical media literacy improves
when it is explicitly taught [32], with studies of transmedia literacy that document how
teenagers acquire production skills in informal settings and argue for bringing them into
formal education [46], and with research on youth expression on TikTok that recognizes the
platform’s potential for identity and political expression while noting its constraints [11,47].
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The contribution of the present study lies in documenting one concrete pedagogical device
through which such informal skills were redirected toward sustained argumentation.

4.3. The Video Essay as a Bridge Between Consumption and Critical Production

The third research question (To what extent does the video essay link everyday digital
consumption with a reflective practice?) is answered by one of the most revealing findings
from the focus groups: the students perceived the format as “a new, deeper way of con-
necting online.” This formulation, emerging from their own voices, challenges the rigid
dichotomy between fragmented consumption and reflective production with which we
began this article. For the participants, the video essay does not stand in opposition to
their online practices: it extends and deepens them. In the analyzed corpus, students who
habitually consumed short, fast-paced videos produced, within an appropriate pedagogical
framework, reasoned and socially situated audiovisual discourses.

This interpretation is consistent with research showing that young people’s digital
practices depend on the social contexts in which they take place, rather than on technol-
ogy alone [22,48,49]. It also nuances, without contradicting, the generational portrait that
emphasizes distraction and a preference for short formats [8,9,19]: our results do not dis-
pute those descriptions of consumption, but suggest that consumption preferences do not
determine production capacities when a pedagogical framework demands sustained argu-
mentation. This claim, however, rests on a selected corpus of high-performing productions
and on students’ self-perceptions; whether the same bridge operates among students who
struggled with the task remains an open question.

This finding has implications for university education in communication, and more
broadly, for education in the digital society. It suggests that the pedagogical response to
the culture of scrolling does not lie in opposing it, but in building bridges from its own
codes toward critical reflection. The video essay, in this sense, can be considered a low-cost
and relevant pedagogical innovation: it leverages skills that students already possess and
reorients them toward audiovisual literacy, historical memory, and critical thinking.

4.4. Study Limitations

This work has limitations that should be acknowledged. First, it is a single-case study,
with 24 participants from a single institution and an in-depth analysis of a subset of video
essays; its findings are not statistically generalizable, although they may be analytically
transferable to similar contexts [36,39]. Second, the purposive selection of the 15 highest-
rated cases, useful for examining the phenomenon in its most developed form, excluded
the nine less successful works and may therefore present an overly optimistic picture of the
group’s competence. The findings should thus be read as describing the most developed
expressions of audiovisual literacy within this group, not the performance of all 24 students,
much less that of Generation Z as a whole; future research should analyze the lower-
rated video essays to identify the obstacles in the process and possible contradictory cases.
Third, the same rubric was used both to select the corpus and to analyze it, which may have
reinforced the visibility of the dimensions it was designed to capture; the inductive coding of
the focus groups and observation records partly offsets this risk. Fourth, students’ intentions
were inferred from their products, their project descriptions, and the focus groups; these
sources do not allow us to fully distinguish a conscious transfer of platform codes from
habitual imitation, a question that future studies could address through process interviews
or think-aloud protocols during editing. Finally, the analysis was conducted manually by
the research team; while double coding and consensus-based cross-checking reinforce its
reliability, the use of qualitative analysis software in subsequent studies would allow for the
systematization of larger corpora. These limitations open up avenues for further research:
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comparative studies across institutions, longitudinal designs, and the incorporation of the
video essays’ own digital audiences.

5. Conclusions

This study sought to understand how Generation Z university students appropriate
the video essay—a format rooted in film analysis—as a practice in audiovisual literacy and
as a communication strategy of their own. The evidence gathered from the Communication
program at Universidad Técnica del Norte suggests that, at least in its most accomplished
expressions, the video essay functions as a meeting point between these students’ visual
fluency and the demands of critical thinking, rather than as a format alien to their way
of thinking.

Three conclusions summarize the study’s findings, which refer to the corpus of the
15 highest-rated video essays and to the testimonies of the group. First, in the analyzed
corpus, students did not simply summarize films, but reinterpreted them, using them as a
tool to explore issues of memory, justice, and grief, and frequently reorienting them toward
Latin American and Ecuadorian historical memory. Second, in their productions, they
hybridized the codes of cinematic language with the grammars of the digital platforms
they used, which points to a media literacy that is not spontaneous, but rather is activated
and becomes critical within an educational framework. Third, the participants themselves
viewed the video essay as a form of “deeper” connection within networks, which challenges
the rigid opposition between fragmented consumption and reflective production.

Taken together, these findings, while limited to a single case, lend support to a non-
techno-deterministic reading of digital society: technology provides the grammars, but it is
educational mediation that transforms them into critical audiovisual literacy. The video
essay can thus be considered a relevant and low-cost pedagogical innovation for university
education in communication, capable of articulating social change, youth digital culture, and
education. As situated evidence from a region underrepresented in international debates,
the study invites future research to explore comparative and inter-institutional designs,
to incorporate the reception of these products by digital audiences, and to investigate the
obstacles of the creative process by including lower-rated productions, with the aim of
consolidating the video essay as a literacy tool in the digital society under construction.
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The following abbreviations are used in this manuscript:
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E1-E15 Codes of the analyzed video essays and their authors
Al Artificial Intelligence

Appendix A
Appendix A.1. Video Essay Analysis Matrix (Complete Rubric)

Instrument applied to each video essay, organized into three dimensions plus an
evaluative summary.

Identification data: Video essay No.; student/author; historical period; reference film;
duration; date of analysis.

Dimension 1—Thematic appropriation of the reference film: central theme of the video
essay; central theme of the film; type of relationship (replication/re-signification/contrast);
personal experiences or insights that emerge; identified social concerns; author’s identity
positioning; observations.

Dimension 2—Narrative structure of the video essay: type of structure (linear/non-
linear/circular/other); opening; plot development; closing; presence and use of the narrative
voice; plot construction (inductive/deductive/essayistic); recognizable authorial hallmarks;
thematic-narrative coherence (1-5); observations.

Dimension 3—Expressive resources of digital environments: visual resources (edit-
ing, effects, typography, color); sound /musical resources; use of film clips or fragments;
intertextuality or cultural references; elements specific to digital platforms (editing rhythm,
subtitles, formats, memes); coherence between resources and plot (1-5); observations.

Summary and overall assessment: main strengths; areas for improvement; cross-cutting
patterns; relevant unique features; overall assessment (1-5) with justification.

Appendix A.2. Thematic Outline for the Focus Groups

Areas that guided the four sessions (one per group of six students).

Experience of viewing and analyzing the selected films and genres.

Process of translating that analysis into an original audiovisual proposal.

Creative decisions: choice of theme, structure, voice, and resources.

Relationship between the video essay and their usual practices of consumption and
creation on social media.

Perception of the video essay as a form of expression and communication.
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