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ABSTRACT: Science dissemination with online videos has become an essential skill for 
both researchers and students. Learning the language of science dissemination videos en-
tails more than just understanding their linguistic nature. These videos are made up of com-
plex multimodal interactions that contribute to the engagement of their viewers. Authentic 
materials (YouTube videos) may be introduced in the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 
classroom to reflect on the multimodal use of science dissemination and its role to enhance 
engagement. The study aims at: (1) reflecting on the multimodal characteristics of these 
videos to better define the genre and the use of engagement strategies; and (2) discussing on 
the possible implications that these engagement strategies may have for multimodal literacy 
training. We multimodally analysed three YouTube research dissemination videos. First, a 
number of rich points were selected. Second, these fragments were further examined using 
Multimodal Analysis – Video. Results contribute to multimodally defining this genre as a 
novel genre and are meaningful to comprehend its multimodal affordances. A discussion on 
educational implications is provided to teach multimodal engagement strategies for science 
dissemination and broaden students’ awareness of multimodal literacy skills.
Keywords: YouTube science dissemination videos, engagement strategies, digital genres, 
multimodal literacy, multimodal discourse analysis.

La participación del público en la era digital: una propuesta para la formación de los 
estudiantes en alfabetizaciones multimodales a partir de vídeos de difusión de la inves-
tigación en YouTube

RESUMEN: La difusión de la ciencia a través de vídeos en línea se ha convertido en una 
habilidad esencial tanto para los investigadores como para los estudiantes. Aprender el len-
guaje de los vídeos de divulgación científica implica algo más que comprender su naturaleza 
lingüística: estos vídeos están compuestos por complejas interacciones multimodales que 
contribuyen a la participación de sus espectadores. Además, se pueden introducir materia-
les auténticos (vídeos de YouTube) en el aula de inglés con fines específicos (ESP) para 
reflexionar sobre el uso multimodal de la divulgación científica y su papel en la mejora del 
compromiso del estudiantado. Este estudio pretende: (1) reflexionar sobre las características 
multimodales de estos vídeos para definir mejor el género y el uso de las estrategias de 
implicación en ellos; y (2) debatir sobre las posibles implicaciones que estas estrategias de 
participación pueden tener para la alfabetización multimodal. Para ello, analizamos multi-
modalmente tres vídeos de difusión de la investigación en YouTube. Se seleccionaron una 
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serie de fragmentos ricos multimodalmente y se examinaron estos fragmentos con el pro-
grama Multimodal Analysis – Video. Los resultados contribuyen a definir multimodalmente 
el género de videos de difusión de la investigación como un género novedoso y son signifi-
cativos para comprender sus posibilidades multimodales. Se ofrece una discusión sobre las 
implicaciones educativas para la enseñanza de estrategias de interacción multimodal para la 
difusión de la ciencia y la ampliación de la conciencia de los estudiantes sobre las habilida-
des de alfabetización multimodal.
Palabras clave: Vídeos de divulgación científica de YouTube, estrategias de implicación, 
géneros digitales, alfabetización multimodal, análisis del discurso multimodal

1. Introduction

1.1. Cybergenres and research dissemination YouTube videos 

The unprecedented growth of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) over 
the recent decades has made the use of digital information the most important engine for the 
transfer of knowledge. Because of their evident influence in many areas, some researchers 
(Girón-García & Boghiu-Balaur, 2021) already confirmed it is not unexpected that new digital 
generations would demand a transfer of knowledge from physical to digital modes in the 21st 
century. Luzón and Pérez-Llantada (2022) explain that this transformation has “increased the 
range of semiotic resources for research practices and academic communication” (p. 133). 
For example, the possibility of combining different modes (i.e., visual, aural, and verbal) 
(Kress, 2003) in order to convey meaning is one of the main traits of the virtual environment.

In modern education, the Web is an interactive and multimodal tool that is implemented 
in the teaching-learning environment in the form of distance learning (Querol-Julián, 2021), 
which might be complemented by face-to-face interactions in the classroom. The multimodal 
perspective in this digital age adopts a new vision of conceiving modes of oral and written 
communication from print to digital formats (González-Lloret, 2016). Therefore, the imple-
mentation of this new learning system in Higher Education (HE) helps students to adopt 
numerous skills; such as: (1) learning from a more individualistic and independent approach, 
(2) engaging in specific online literacy skills in the digital age (Luzón et al., 2010), and (3) 
developing their online reading skills through interaction with online texts that arise as a 
result of searching for information (oral and written) on the Internet.

This new digital reality has led to the emergence of multiple genres. The concept of 
‘genre’ in the field of communication has been defined multiple times. However, the intro-
duction of technologies and their evolution have been determinant towards providing a more 
updated definition. Some experts who address genre theory in the field of popular scientific 
communication (Bawarshi & Reiff, 2010, p. 3) maintain that a genre is defined in the field of 
scientific communication as “a way of acting in a meaningful sense by reproducing situations 
that are recurrent”. But as the various media collections have been progressively integrated into 
physical and electronic formats (i.e., traditional genres vs. digital genres), the understanding 
of the concept of genre has also changed. These new definitions take into account a range 
of traits such as ‘situatedness’, ‘community ownership’, ‘duality of structure’, ‘form and 
content’ (Berkentotter & Huckin, 1995), and ‘dynamism’ (Lemke, 2005) as main elements 
in digital genres. At the same time, genres evolve adapting to contextual factors aligning to 
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changes occurring in society. Genres might, therefore, develop into digital genres, or evolve 
from traditional genres adjusting the affordances provided by the new medium (Shepherd 
& Watters, 1998). According to these authors, digital genres, also known as ‘Cybergenres’, 
are classified into two main categories: (1) ‘Extant’ and (2) ‘Novel’. (1) Extant subgenres 
are based on already existing genres in other media (e.g., video, newspapers) and range 
from reproductions or replications (i.e., ‘replicated’ cybergenres) of the original genres to 
significant variants (i.e., ‘variant’ cybergenres). 

(2) Novel genres have emerged and developed in the new medium and are not based on 
previously existing genres in another medium, since they depend on the new environment. 
Likewise, novel cybergenres are divided into two subgenres: ‘Emergent’ cybergenres have 
evolved to the extent that they are now new genres, that is, following the evolution from 
simple replication through variant to emergent. ‘Spontaneous’ cybergenres have no counter-
part in other media, include the home page, the hot list, and FAQ’s; and they are considered 
specific genres to the new medium. 

Finally, when it comes to Cybergenres, multimodality also plays a fundamental role 
since the online medium affords a wide range of representations (either through images, texts, 
and videos) (Luzón, 2007). Therefore, these modes must be intertwined with each other and 
understood together when analysing a genre (Luzón & Pérez-Llantada, 2022).

With the evolution towards Cybergenres, traditional information formats have been 
transformed into digital modes. Along this line, knowledge is regarded as more motivating, 
engaging, clearer, and easier to understand for the ‘new users’ (Girón-García & Silvestre-López, 
2019). Therefore, the growth of new digital platforms (Girón-García, 2013) such as wikis 
(Kelly & Miller, 2016), social networks, webinars (Ruiz-Madrid & Fortanet-Gómez, 2017), 
research pitches (Ruiz-Madrid, 2021), and online YouTube videos (Welbourne & Grant, 2016), 
among others, contributes to the better understanding of research dissemination. ICTs have 
to respond to a new user profile referred to as ‘digital natives’ (Prensky, 2001) and these 
users increasingly demand more personalised practices in the digital environment. Therefore, 
teachers and researchers are often obliged to address their needs in this scenario, so they 
can offer engaging and motivating knowledge, catering to their needs and objectives. Never-
theless, these users must be trained in emerging technologies from an adequate pedagogical 
perspective in the classroom, considering the curricula of the subject., as has been studied 
and demonstrated by Hernández-Ortega et al. (2021) and Zokhida (2022) Therefore, we can 
contribute to such learning by applying a learner-centred approach through the introduction 
of authentic materials, such as YouTube videos, as a growing source to disseminate content 
(Allgaier, 2020), and thus cause user engagement in the English for Specific Purposes (ESP) 
context in HE. Previous research on multimodal genres (Fortanet-Gómez & Edo-Marzá, 
2022) have claimed that “authentic materials in real-life situations make[s] an important 
contribution to meaningful practice” (p. 66). 

1.2. Multimodal literacy to promote engagement in the digital age 

Engagement studies have been conducted in varied contexts; Bouvier et al. (2014, p. 
496), for instance, focus on digital games and refer to engagement as “the willingness to 
have emotions, affect, and thoughts directed toward and aroused by the mediated activity in 
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order to achieve a specific objective”. In fact, engagement seems to play a crucial role in 
people’s interaction with technology (O’Brien & Toms, 2008) and, consequently, in digital 
genres. This is also the case of online science dissemination, in which the ability to engage 
the audience becomes one of its central elements (Hyland, 2010). Thus, engagement is of 
particular relevance in these types of genres, as they are commonly aimed at non-special-
ized audiences, and intricate processes of recontextualization are necessary to ensure the 
message is transmitted successfully (Bondi et al., 2015). As argued by Bernad-Mechó and 
Valeiras-Jurado (2023), engagement strategies are abundant and complex in digital genres 
and, drawing from Valeiras-Jurado et al. (2018) and Carter-Thomas and Rowley-Jolivet 
(2020), these authors suggest a taxonomy for engagement in science communication videos 
made up of five strategies:

-	 Emphasis: the message is reinforced and highlighted either linguistically or using 
intonation, visuals, etc.

-	 Attention getting: the attention of the audience is caught and maintained by using 
catchy expressions, visuals, etc.

-	 Dialogic involvement: the audience is referred to through direct questions, the use 
of inclusive pronouns, gestures, etc.

-	 Humour: humoristic strategies are employed such as jokes, irony, register shifting, 
etc. –see Bernad-Mechó and Girón-García (2023) for a full description of humour 
in science communication videos.

-	 Control of responses: the speakers anticipate potential responses and try to accom-
modate the audience to desirable ones. For example, a speaker might put forward a 
far-fetched idea, and they could do so with a face of disbelief, giving the impression 
that such an idea is, in fact, plausible. 

Engagement strategies within digital genres are relevant in YouTube videos. YouTube 
is regarded as a digital platform that contributes to increasing the dissemination of science 
through authentic materials, triggering a rapid distribution among its users (Osterrieder, 
2013). In short, the more entertaining YouTube videos are, the higher the amount of “likes” 
they obtain (Khan, 2017). In this regard, Welbourne and Grant (2016) analysed 390 of such 
videos in the search for strategies that would make them more engaging and attractive. 
These authors identified several content and genre-related factors able to increase popularity 
in science communication on YouTube. For instance, although financial resources play an 
important role in the production of these videos, these are not a key aspect and both pro-
fessional and regular users can succeed. To do so, it is more important to create continuity 
through several videos featuring the same communicator to foster trust and authenticity and 
engage the audience. Furthermore, Welbourne and Grant identify the length of the videos and 
pace as two important aspects to consider. Counterintuitively, and against previous claims 
(Davenport & Beck, 2001), shorter videos do not seem to be necessarily more engaging than 
longer ones. Finally, in line with previous research (Chambers, 2001), faster speech rates 
increase engagement and interest even if comprehension is compromised.

Muñoz Morcillo et al. (2016), on the other hand, explore the characteristics of popular 
science videos with different success rates and argue that establishing a personal relation-
ship with the audience, i.e. engaging the audience, is a recurrent technique employed by 
most creators. This can be achieved by offering a charismatic first-person narrative, looking 
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directly into the camera, including catchy introductions, and using dramatic means such as 
the creation of suspense, climaxes, and a positive final taste, among others. Content aside, 
they reflect on the importance of production aspects like montage, type of shots, cinematog-
raphy, sound design, use of text in picture, previous footage, and graphics, etc. In fact, 
these filmic aspects –or filmic modes– play a central role in the effective conveyance of 
messages in science dissemination videos (Valeiras-Jurado & Bernad-Mechó, 2022). In this 
sense, science dissemination videos, like all communication (Kress, 2010), are inherently 
multimodal; i.e. full meaning is conveyed by combining several modes instead of using one 
mode only (typically regarded as the verbal mode). Luzón (2019) analysed videos created by 
research groups to explain their research and engage a wider public. She found out that four 
main strategies may be achieved through the multimodal combination of semiotic modes: 
building credibility, fostering persuasion, recontextualizing meaning to the potential viewers, 
and engaging the audience. Xia and Hafner (2021) went a step further and reflected on how 
digital media afforded the use of specific semiotic resources and how concrete multimodal 
configurations were orchestrated to foster engagement.

In this line, teaching researchers the multimodal intricacies of this genre through multi-
modal literacy practices seems to be necessary in training courses. Literacy should no longer 
be seen as a mere linguistic achievement (Jewitt, 2008), but as the ability to understand, 
orchestrate and employ multiple modes effectively to construct meaningful works, which are 
also coherent with the medium in which they are installed. Indeed, “a ‘multimodal literate’ 
student must be sensitised to the meaning potential and choices afforded in the production 
of the text, rendering an enhanced ability to make deliberate and effective choices in the 
construction and presentation of knowledge” (O’Halloran & Lim, 2011, p. 16). As argued 
by Callow (2013) and Kress (2010), the ways in which semiotic resources are combined 
to convey meaning in specific texts need to be taught explicitly. In this line, Lim and Tan 
(2018) stated that being able to prepare students for multimodal literacy was imperative, 
and it cannot be assumed that multimodal texts would be critically seen by their audiences. 
Furthermore, according to O’Halloran and Lim (2011), multimodal literacy occurs across two 
dimensions. The first one is related to multimedia texts arising as a result of new media to 
communicate information. Here, students need to be able to successfully interpret these man-
ifestations. The second dimension sees the teaching and learning process as a multisemiotic 
experience per se, in which educators need to be aware of how lessons are multimodally 
constructed to maximise their potential.

Multimodal literacy has been explored from many perspectives such as its impact on early, 
primary and secondary education (Taylor & Leung, 2020), critical viewing of films (Lim & Tan, 
2018), teacher training (Drajati et al., 2018), or the promotion of English language proficiency 
in HE (Crawford Camiciottoli & Campoy-Cubillo, 2018), among others. In the genre of science 
dissemination videos, Girón-García and Fortanet-Gómez (2023) explored how these videos might 
be used as multimodal supporting resources in ESP contexts in HE. Furthermore, as mentioned 
above, this genre has been analysed from a multimodal point of view to describe common 
engagement strategies employed by communicators (Bernad-Mechó & Valeiras-Jurado, 2023).

However, despite the abundant literature that brings to the fore the relevance of multi-
modal literacy, no studies have, to the best of our knowledge, looked at the ways in which 
multimodal engagement strategies in YouTube science communication videos can be taught 
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to communicators (Choi and Ko, 2022). As argued above, this should be a central aspect 
of education, especially for researchers in training. 

Thus, the present study has a twofold objective. On the one hand, this paper aims at 
exploring the main engagement traits of YouTube research dissemination videos as they are 
used multimodally to better define this digital genre. On the other hand, the paper explores 
the possible pedagogical implications of these uses of engagement strategies to promote 
multimodal literacy. With all this in mind, and to achieve our objectives, we pose the fol-
lowing research questions: 

RQ1:	 How does a multimodal analysis of engagement strategies in research dissemi-
nation YouTube videos contribute to defining this digital genre?

RQ2:	 What are the pedagogical implications of our analysis? How can multimodal 
literacy be included in the ESP classroom?

2. Methodology

2.1. The dataset

To answer the research questions above, we used three YouTube dissemination videos 
that were part of a wider project analysing multimodality in digital communication–see 
Bernad-Mechó and Girón-García (2023)- and that were also explored for this study. These 
videos feature Hank Green, Dr. Erika Brozovsky, and Dr. Mathew O’Dowd, all of them 
popular YouTube celebrities that discuss scientific topics regarding medicine, linguistics, 
and astrophysics respectively. The first video, titled 7 medicines that come from super toxic 
critters is 12 minutes and 58 seconds long, was published by the YouTube channel SciShow 
in 2018 and has, as of today, over 7 million views. The second one, “The unexpected origins 
of the word ‘monster’” is 8 minutes and 17 seconds long, was uploaded by the channel Oth-
erwords! in 2021 and has over 300.000 views. And the last video, “Why haven’t we found 
alien life?”, lasts 12 minutes and 10 seconds, was uploaded by PBS Space Time in 2015 
and has around 2.7 million views. These specific videos were selected given their popularity 
on the platform, because of the fact that they are presented by creators who have already 
established a connection with their subscribers through the creation of a series of videos 
(Welbourne & Grant, 2016), and because of their engagement prospective.

2.2. Analysis

Once the videos were selected, both researchers viewed them individually in order to 
identify their most salient rich points (Valeiras-Jurado, 2019), i.e. fragments that are par-
ticularly appealing to the viewer for their engagement potential. After this initial election, 
an agreement was reached between both researchers to choose five engaging fragments per 
video. The decision to choose only these fragments was made out of practical reasons: ex-
tensive fine-grained multimodal analyses are usually time-consuming and short qualitative 
fragments are preferred to exemplify trends in the data (Bernad-Mechó, 2021). Taking this into 
account, these 15 short clips were further analysed using the software Multimodal Analysis 
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Video (O’Halloran et al., 2012). This program allows researchers to create multiple layers 
of analysis, in which each of the desired modes can be annotated in relation to the video. 
For the analysis of engagement, the taxonomy developed by Bernad-Mechó and Valeiras-Ju-
rado (2023) was employed. As argued above, five main strategies are commonly found in 
science communication videos to foster engagement according to these authors: emphasis, 
attention getting, dialogic involvement, humour, and control of responses. These strategies 
may be realised either by the presenters themselves (verbally or nonverbally) during their 
presentation, or with production techniques after the recording. Thus, after annotating these 
strategies, two types of modes were analysed following Valeiras-Jurado and Bernad-Mechó 
(2022): embodied and filmic modes. Although the definition of embodiment is a blurry one 
(Norris, 2004), in this paper we refer to embodied modes as those that are carried out using 
the bodies of speakers; in particular, spoken language, paralanguage, gestures, gaze, head 
movements and facial expression. On the other hand, as argued above, new media allow for 
new affordances when it comes to the use of modes. Consequently, we consider filmic modes 
to be highly relevant in conveying meaning in science dissemination videos. We analysed 
types of shot, cuts, music, visual prompts, sound effects and visual effects.

After completing this part of the analysis, the annotations for engagement strategies 
were explored in relation to the specific multimodal ensembles employed to orchestrate such 
techniques. This qualitative analysis was then followed by a reflection on the implications 
of these types of analysis for the definition of YouTube science dissemination videos as a 
genre, and by a further exploration of the implications to teach multimodal literacy to re-
searchers and content creators.

3. Results and discussion

3.1 Showcasing the multimodal analysis

We start from a detailed exploration of the use of engagement strategies in the short 
clips. Our results are in line with the ones obtained by Bernad-Mechó and Valeiras-Jurado 
(2023). Five strategies are recurrently employed throughout the dataset to engage the audience 
(emphasis, attention getting, dialogic involvement, humour and control of responses). These 
strategies, in turn, are constructed through complex combinations of embodied and filmic modes 
that maximise their impact in the digital platform. We would like to remark that, although we 
analysed three videos, the examples shown in this section come from only one of them, as we 
believe they represent better the points that we make regarding the use of engagement strategies.

Thus, Figure 1 shows a fragment from the introduction of the video on medicine. Starting 
exactly at 00:00 (before the official opening of the YouTube channel in minute 01:05) the 
speaker addresses the audience through a direct question. He does so by looking straight at 
the camera in a frontal middle shot, with no other visual elements present currently. This 
type of shot brings speakers closer to the audience (as opposed to full or long shots) while 
allowing the viewer to focus both on their facial expressions and their gestures (Xia & Haf-
ner, 2021). In this sense, it seems evident that the speaker is using a dialogic involvement 
strategy for engagement. At the same time, the verbal utterance per se (the question) serves 
as an attention getter (Neagle, 2021). Moreover, the speaker produces the words ‘snake 
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venom’ and ‘insect poison’ by making them more prominent over the rest of the words. 
Thus, by using this paralinguistic resource, the speaker also emphasises the absurdity of his 
utterance. Finally, the speaker slightly tilts his head to his left in an expression of disbelief. 
By doing so, he is performing the engagement strategy of control of responses: although 
he is stating something obvious (no one would willingly ingest venom or rub poison on 
themselves), he is also contradicting his claim with his facial expression as he utters the 
question tag “right?”. Actually, he is leading the audience to believe that there might be 
cases in which, in fact, this might be the case. This serves as part of the introduction to an 
episode discussing common medicines that are made of toxic compounds found in nature.

You would never willingly ingest 
SNAKE VENOM or rub INSECT 
POISON on your skin, right?

Figure 1. Use of attention getting dialogic involvement, emphasis, and control of 
responses. (MED_00:00-00:05)

Similarly, figure 2 also showcases the use of several engagement strategies. In this 
example, the speaker is talking about a species of beetles that produce an extremely toxic 
substance (cantharidin). Although most of the explanation is conducted in formal terms, 
the speaker shifts his register to introduce a comical fragment. This succession of academic 
and humoristic fragments through register shifting is consistent with the results shown in 
Bernad-Mechó and Girón-García (2023). From a multimodal point of view, the speaker 
accompanies the words “mating” and “nuptial gift” with a gesture that simulates sexual 
intercourse, thus emphasising the message and contributing to the creation of humour by 
referring to a taboo topic. The words “nuptial gift” are also prominently pronounced for 
emphasis. Finally, he also finishes this fragment with an ironic expression, “Love, ain’t it 
grand?”, uttered in an exaggerated manner, to make such irony obvious. When exploring the 
use of filmic modes, there are a series of remarkable aspects to comment on as well. First, 
this short fragment is separated from their neighbouring shots by sharp cuts, which interrupts 
the formal explanation and draws attention to the register shift. In terms of types of shot, 
there is a change from a medium close-up shot during the formal explanation to a wider 
middle shot for the comical fragment that allows the viewer to also focus on the gestures. 
After the humoristic fragment, the type of shot changes to a medium close-up again. As for 
the use of visual prompts (the text nuptial gift), they also serve as an attention getter and 
a highlighter of the message.
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Fun fact, they also pass some of it to 
females during mating, with what’s 
called the NUPTIAL GIFT, to pro-
tect the next generations. Love, ain’t 
it grand?

Figure 2. Use of humour, attention getting and emphasis. (MED_07:32-07:42)

All in all, the specific multimodal ensembles depicted in Figures 1 and 2, both made up 
of embodied and filmic modes, serve to carry out numerous engagement strategies condensed 
in short periods of time. By doing this, the producers expect to capture the attention of the 
audience with a powerful introduction at the very beginning (Figure 1) and maintain such 
attention throughout the clip (Figure 2).

3.2 Defining YouTube science dissemination videos as a cybergenre

In response to the first research question aiming to explore the implications for genre 
definition, and based on the analysis, it could be argued that there is an evident evolution 
in what digital research dissemination is concerned, particularly when dealing with YouTube 
videos. This evolution is made explicit in two main ways:

(1) The virtual environment, i.e. the YouTube platform, which makes YouTube science 
dissemination videos’ existence as entirely dependent on the medium. This digital medium 
affords a wider range of semiotic resources to interact with the audience, which these videos 
aim to fully exploit. For example, the introduction of ‘filmic modes’ is an essential part of 
these videos, as opposed to traditional face-to-face oral research dissemination (e.g. TED talks, 
3 Minute Theses, etc.) and they directly contribute to the construction of the engagement strat-
egies in the data. In the examples shown above, filmic modes are an intrinsic part to achieve 
all engagement objectives. In the first case (Figure 1), for instance, dialogic involvement is 
encouraged by means of filmic modes that bring the speaker closer to the audience; or, in 
Figure 2 the medium close-up shot is necessary to fully develop the humoristic fragment, 
since it allows the viewer to focus on the use of comical gestures. What is more, strategies 
such as attention getting and emphasis may be created only through the use of filmic modes 
themselves, for instance, when employing visual aids such as “nuptial gift” (Figure 2).

Thus, a key aspect in the evolutionary force of the genre is the progressive exploitation 
of the new functionalities offered by the new medium. In this sense, although the function-
ality of this cybergenre has not changed in relation to its original genres (i.e., to attract the 
user’s attention, as well as to motivate them to consume science), the ways in which this 
is achieved are more intense. This feature is shown in the complexity of the multimodal 
ensembles analysed in this paper, as well as the dense presence of engagement strategies. 
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(2) The type of user in this new context is considered to be a digital user -‘digital 
native’- (Prensky, 2017). Despite the fact that the audience’s uptake is not studied directly 
in this paper, the results of the multimodal analysis show a quick montage with numerous 
cuts, change of shots, and visual prompts, among others –see Baron (2013) for a reflection 
on the MTV editing style. This is also combined with a complex orchestration of multimodal 
ensembles using prominent paralanguage, gestures, facial expressions, head movements, etc. All 
this suggests that the viewers of these videos are used to interacting with fast-paced dynamic 
content that needs to be highly engaging to attract and maintain their attention. This is in line 
with the results suggested by Muñoz Morcillo et al. (2016) and Welbourne and Grant (2016).

With all the above, a reflection on the multimodal traits of YouTube research dissemi-
nation videos to define their use of engagement strategies is in order to shed more light on 
the concept of genre and its definition in the digital age. Looking at the classification of 
cybergenres (Shepherd & Watters, 1998) presented in the literature review, we aim at in-
cluding YouTube research dissemination videos within this taxonomy. These videos are based 
on already existing genres, since the oral dissemination of science has existed in non-digital 
formats for decades (e.g., non-academic scientific talks, TED talks, research pitches) or 
even in more traditional digital genres like documentaries. Yet, although similarities may 
be found, as argued above, YouTube science dissemination videos highly differ from these 
traditional genres, thus entitling an evolution towards a novel genre. These videos, however, 
may be found on YouTube in different stages through their evolution, from replicated genres 
(for example traditional documentaries uploaded to the platform, or recorded talks with no 
editing process); through variant genres (e.g. slightly edited talks and semi-documentaries); 
to fully emergent genres (videos made ad hoc for the online platform which make the most 
out of the affordances of the medium), establishing in this manner a continuity in the gen-
re’s evolution. In this sense, the findings derived from our analysis point towards YouTube 
videos as a fully evolved digital genre (i.e., an emergent cybergenre). Thus, this cybergenre 
is entirely dependent on the new environment (i.e., YouTube) and has evolved so much from 
its traditional counterparts that it needs to be classified as a new genre.

All this strengthens the study undertaken by Valeiras-Jurado and Bernad-Mechó (2022), 
who argue that the Internet medium (YouTube) maximises the dissemination of scientific 
knowledge in a faster or more immediate way to an audience that is not necessarily an 
expert in a specific scientific field. Also, engagement strategies, as well as the use of em-
bodied and filmic modes shown in our study, may not only facilitate the dissemination of 
information but also allow the audience to feel more motivated to receive that information 
(Xia & Hafner, 2021).

3.3 Implications for multimodal literacy training

Regarding the second research question, the analysis carried out in this study advances 
the understanding of how this emergent cybergenre works. For some decades now, humanity 
has borne witness to a technological era that is evolving at an unprecedented pace. For this 
reason, it is essential to remark that the mere fact that digital natives have been in contact 
with technology (e.g., laptops, tablets, smartphones, etc.), from a very early age and for 
daily activities, does not mean that they are skilled enough to use them effectively (Prensky, 
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2017). In fact, these users need to be aware of the multiple and varied multimodal features 
of present-day technological communication, and of YouTube science dissemination videos. 

Besides, students as digital users need training and guidance on the part of teachers, 
not only in the use of technology, but also in the intricacies of digital communication. Then, 
it is paramount to raise multimodal awareness in both, educators and learners, to foster an 
effective multimodal literacy. At the same time, teachers need to understand the character-
istics of the online environment and how to exploit the multimodal possibilities afforded 
by each digital genre. In this regard, a strong teacher training program that achieves these 
objectives becomes one of the central needs for any young teacher/researcher. Moreover, 
with the evolution of genres over the years, the types of modes employed in communication 
have also evolved, especially due to digital communication techniques, which has an impact 
on how communication in general is carried out. 

Thus, teaching the concept of multimodal literacy, how videos work, types of tasks, 
etc. provides users with the ability to communicate effectively in a digital environment with 
multimodal characteristics. In other words, being aware of the multiple modes that make up a 
multimodal text in the online world will help users construct meaning (Kress, 2010). In this 
sense, the YouTube platform may serve as a source that really contributes to this training, 
since this medium offers authentic materials that are motivating and engaging to the user. 
In this respect, the dissemination of scientific knowledge is even more quickly distributed 
among students, and research dissemination videos may become functional assets in the ESP 
and English as a Medium of Instruction (EMI) classrooms.

It is therefore necessary to initiate a discussion on how multimodality can be intro-
duced in both the HE classroom and teacher training programs. As argued above, multi-
modal literacy is central to modern classrooms. The students will develop or learn literacy 
skills to help them organise their thoughts, comprehend and respond to a particular mode 
appropriately. In the classroom, learning in an environment that integrates digital resources 
involves completing a series of tasks that have been designed by an instructor in advance. 
Teachers can therefore contribute to this learning by introducing authentic materials such 
as the videos analysed in this paper through the Task-Based Language Teaching (“TBLT”) 
approach (Long, 2016). This would provide a more dynamic and motivating scenario, con-
trasting with regular teaching practices. Specific proposals for this could include: “WebQuests” 
(Dodge, 1997), “TalenQuests” (Koenraad, 2002), “Cybertasks” (Girón-García, 2013), and 
“Lesson” –a most recent online task based on the Cybertask model and integrated into the 
Moodle platform (Silvestre-López & Girón-García, 2023). Specifically, what we propose is 
to integrate such videos into online tasks that serve an academic purpose for students. For 
example, the integration of YouTube videos in an online task such as a Cybertask-based 
Lesson (integrated into the Moodle platform) that offers students a series of activities that 
demand the use of multimodal resources can be very beneficial to them. We believe that 
students’ interaction with semiotic modes in a multimodal ensemble (i.e., the combination 
of embodied and filmic modes) together with their use of YouTube videos embedded in an 
online task is a training approach that can enhance their multimodal literacy, helping them 
to better understand specialized content, new vocabulary, and even specific terminology, such 
as in the fields of law, medicine, or even engineering, among other fields of specialization 
in English. In essence, being able to understand the multimodal nature of digital genres will 
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help students replicate these genres successfully. Still, much work needs to be done and 
further research is necessary to fully develop an applicable approach to foster multimodal 
learning and teaching.

4. Conclusion

This study has investigated the multimodal use of engagement strategies in scientific 
research dissemination videos on YouTube, which contributes to defining this cybergenre as 
an emerging genre. We have explored the multimodal affordances featured in three videos 
disseminating medicine, linguistics and astrophysics using the software MAV for their anno-
tation. We also followed Valeiras-Jurado and Bernad-Mechó’s (2022) and Bernad-Mechó and 
Valeiras-Jurado’s (2023) frameworks for the exploration of engagement strategies, embodied 
and filmic modes. Based on our multimodal analysis, our findings provide some insights into 
how the different engagement strategies are used in these types of dissemination videos, as 
well as their relevance in creating successful content. The incorporation of filmic modes to 
the ensembles of embodied modes realised by the speakers provides engaging instantiations 
and increases the potential of the YouTube platform to disseminate science. Furthermore, this 
multimodal analysis has helped us understand how these videos work, and it has, therefore, 
shed light on the redefinition of this digital genre and its evolution from traditional genres. 
To conclude, being involved in a digital context presupposes a new user who is digitally 
competent, although this is not always necessarily the reality, as argued by Prensky (2017). 
Thus, although digital natives may be capable of using the digital environment quite easily 
and effectively, they still need teacher guidance and training in terms of multimodal litera-
cies, which may have implications in the classroom. Teachers, in turn, need to understand 
multimodal texts successfully to teach present-day students. In short, teachers and learners 
need to be aware of how multimodal communication occurs to become multimodally literate. 

The scope of this study was limited in terms of sample size –only three videos were 
analysed. For this reason, the results derived from this study cannot be generalised. However, 
multimodal analyses are rarely based on big data and qualitative approaches are preferred. 
Be that as it may, the results shown in our paper are consistent with previous studies and 
point towards a clear trend in describing the intricacies of communication in this genre. 
Therefore, it can be argued that the concept of video has evolved beyond a single particu-
lar format transcending into a new paradigm of semiotic metacommunication within social 
networks. These changes, in turn, have broadened the reach and impact of the videos by 
providing platforms for social communication and interaction, as well as cultural exchanges 
across the world. Still, further research is needed to fully comprehend how these (and other 
formats of) videos work from a multimodal point of view.

On another line, the design of online tasks using authentic materials was not the central 
objective of our study. As argued in the paper, the application of this type of activities with 
the integration of YouTube science dissemination videos may be beneficial for ESP and EMI 
students in HE contexts. Therefore, future research should concentrate on the design of these 
tasks to exploit students’ cognitive abilities to the fullest, on the one hand, and on the other, 
to investigate the possible curricular adaptations and affordances of these tasks in ESP and 
EMI courses in the university context.
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