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Abstract:

The democratisation of photography and the resulting hyperinflation of images today
has not brought about greater visual competence, nor the development of the capacity to
carry out a critical analysis of the creation and interpretation of images. The lack of
interest and visual literacy among youth is also evident in Communication degree
students. This paper pursues two objectives: first, to analyse the presence of photography
as a subject in the curricula of university Communication degrees and to reflect student
interest in these subjects through enrollment data at the Faculty of Information Sciences
of the Universidad Complutense de Madrid. Secondly, it seeks to analyse the
photographic project as a tool for creation and knowledge for students through two case
studies. The production process, the phases of conceptualisation, and the
implementation of each project are described, as well as the results achieved, in order to
present a working model for the supervision of a photographic Final Degree Project
(TFG).

Resumen:

La democratizaciéon de la fotografia y la consecuente hiperinflacién de imagenes en la
actualidad no ha llevado consigo una mayor competencia visual, ni un desarrollo de la
capacidad para llevar a cabo un analisis critico a la creacion e interpretacion de imagenes.
La falta de interés y de alfabetizacion visual entre la juventud es también evidente en el
alumnado de los grados de Comunicacién. El presente trabajo se plantea un doble
objetivo: analizar la presencia de la fotografia como materia en los planes de estudio de
los grados universitarios de Comunicacion y plasmar el interés del alumnado en estas
asignaturas a través de los datos de matriculacién de la Facultad de Ciencias de la
Informacion de la Universidad Complutense de Madrid. En segundo lugar, busca
analizar el proyecto fotografico como herramienta de creacién y conocimiento para el
alumnado a través de dos estudios de caso. Se describe el proceso de elaboracion, las
fases en la conceptualizacion y puesta en marcha de cada proyecto, asi como los
resultados alcanzados para mostrar un modelo de trabajo dentro de la direccion de un
TFG fotografico.
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1. Introduction

In 1888, George Eastman, founder of Kodak, coined the slogan "You press the
button, we do the rest" to launch the first camera accessible to the general public,
marking the democratisation of photography. For more than a century, compact
cameras captured images of the most significant moments in people's lives.

Photography became a pencil with which people could write their lives.

The democratisation of photography entered a new phase with the incorporation
of digital cameras into mobile phones. The improvement of cameras integrated
into smartphones brought with it an oversaturation of images: photographs came
to replace words. In the 21st century, we communicate through social networks
or mobile applications by sending photographs. These are images that convey
emotions or portray the person who shares them. No longer are only the most

memorable moments of our lives documented; we now document everyday life.

It is possible to speak of a new paradigm in the way we relate to one another, one
in which the visual, the immediate, the mobile, and the simple prevail (Martinez,
2015). More than two trillion photographs circulate on social media in a single
year: 61,400 images are taken every second worldwide and 14 billion are shared
on social media every day. This amounts to visual overdocumentation (Roué,

2025).

Yet this hyperinflation of images does not translate into quality or creativity. The
democratisation of photographic technology has made it possible for anyone to
take a photograph without the need for theoretical knowledge. Such images are
associated with the everyday: whereas the 20th century was characterized by a
photographic documentation of the extraordinary, in the 21st century there is an
overabundance of images documenting every aspect of life. Photography is used
as an instrument to affirm identity, construct everyday memory, or as a tool for

banal communication (Van House and Davis, 2005).

For Fontcuberta (2016), this new phenomenon of what he calls "post-
photography" flows through the hybrid space of digital sociability and is a

consequence of visual overabundance (p. 7). This has transformed the very nature
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of the photographic image and in its traditional uses: the photograph moves from
being conceived as the capture of a decisive moment to the affirmation of "I was
there". Social media enhance the eminently social character of "post-
photography" and turn the image into a universal language for defining ourselves
and relating to others. Thus, "post-photography is nothing more than
photography adapted to our online life" (Fontcuberta, 2016, p. 39).

In the case of young people, as Lister's study points out (2007, p. 272),
photographs are "exchangeable objects". The lack of visual literacy is evident,
giving rise to photographs without aesthetic intention or devoid of content. This
lack of visual competence entails limited development of the skills required to
apply critical analysis to the creation and interpretation of images. This can even

be seen among students in Communication degrees at Spanish universities.

These findings had already been anticipated by Marzal and Soler (2011), which
revealed students' limited interest in photography (27.42% of the students at the
four universities analysed almost never took photographs and 5.33% never did).
It highlighted the low importance attributed to photography for their professional
future within the field of Communication (Marzal and Soler, 2011, p. 113). Similar
findings emerged from Manuel Blanco's (2022) study on the use and
consumption of photography among students in Communication degrees at
Andalusian universities: their understanding of photography was largely limited
to its use on social media, since most of them neither bought books on the subject
nor attended exhibitions. Nor did they conceive of photography as a form of

creative expression.

Although Communication degrees at Spanish universities include compulsory
and elective subjects on photography in their curricula, its use for the
development of creative projects remains limited. Hence the need to prepare
students not only to master the syntax and technique of photography, but also to
undertake creative work using photography as a tool for personal expression and
critical reflection on the world around them. For this reason, this paper seeks to
understand the process of conceptualising and developing photographic projects

by students as their final-year projects. Through two case studies, both the
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production stage and the artistic intentions of these projects are analysed in order
to demonstrate how photography serves as a creative tool, a means of knowledge,

and a process of self-discovery for students.

2. Objectives and methodology

This paper pursues two objectives. First, it aims to analyse the presence of
photography as a subject in the curricula of university Communication degrees,
as well as students' preferences regarding these courses. Second, it examines the

photographic project as a tool for creation and knowledge for students.

In order to assess the weight of photography-related subjects in the curricula of
Communication degrees, one faculty in particular was selected: the Faculty of
Information Sciences at the Complutense University of Madrid. The qualitative
study focused on the topics addressed in the syllabi of photography-related
courses in the degrees in Journalism, Audiovisual Communication, and
Advertising and Public Relations is combined with a quantitative analysis
designed to measure students' interest in this type of subject. To this end, data
were collected on the number of students enrolled in the elective photography
subjects across the three degrees between 2021 and 2026, comparing them with

the total number enrolled in compulsory subjects over the same period.

The thematic lines within which Final Degree Projects on photographic projects
are framed are also presented, and enrolment data and the different themes
chosen by students are analysed. Final Degree Projects focused on photography
submitted between 2020 and 2025 in the faculty under study were counted, and
these data were related both to the total number of students in each degree per
academic year and to the total number enrolled each year in photography-related

subjects.

These quantitative data provide an overview of the situation of photography-
focused subjects at the Faculty of Information Sciences of the Complutense
University of Madrid in order to determine student demand for this type of

course.
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The approach taken to the photographic project as a Final Degree Project is
through two case studies. Two projects defended within the study period were
selected. These were the only two photography-related projects supervised within
the Department of Journalism and Global Communication between 2020 and
2025: one from the Audiovisual Communication degree and one from
Journalism. The process of conceptualisation and implementation of each project
is described, together with the outcomes achieved, in order to illustrate a model

for supervising a photographic Final Degree Project.

3. Photography and teaching

Photography as a learning tool has been integrated into different educational
settings and has become a didactic resource of great value. These processes of
visual literacy development in the classroom have been the subject of part of the

academic literature on photography.

In recent decades, research has been developed focusing on the role of
photography as an "educational agent" (Rodriguez-Hoyos, 2015). Some studies
highlight its potential for understanding different realities, especially those
outside the classroom, but also for helping students better understand themselves
(Bautista et al., 2012; Coma, 2012). Others focus on describing these processes of
educational innovation through the photographic tool (Monell and Carbajo, 2011;

Marin, 2013).

As Rodriguez-Hoyos (2015) points out, there is a greater number of publications
on the use of the photographic medium at lower levels of the education system.
This highlights the need to promote studies that provide greater knowledge about

the use of photography in upper secondary and university education.

One of the lines of work developed in secondary education concerns students'
competences in consuming and producing images, and is therefore related to the
need for visual literacy (Messaris, 1994) in the classroom in order to develop
critical thinking. In Spain, some studies have focused on how photography is

taught in secondary education: Crespo (2013) sets out the pedagogical resources
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and strategies used by photographer and photography teacher Ana Rivero in the
classroom; Ramon (2021), for his part, analyses the results of an artistic
educational research action that enabled students to develop an ability to observe

and understand their environment through the photo essay.

Other works, such as that of Casas (2019), reflect on how participatory
photography can be a mediation tool that fosters socio-educational inclusion.
This type of approach underlines the skills acquired by using photography to
break down social barriers and make visible what is more hidden. For this type of
approach, the act of photographing goes beyond image capture: it is a process

that can generate social changes beyond the classroom.

There are various academic studies on the use of photography as an innovative
teaching tool in university classrooms. These approaches range from the analysis
of the implementation of ICT in the classroom (Morgado-Aguirre et al., 2015) to
the use of artisanal photographic techniques such as analogue development
(Chaparro, 2015). There are also other approaches to photography as a research
and educational tool in the university classroom, particularly the photo essay,
which enables the development of students' creative competences as well as

critical thinking (Rodriguez-Ochoa and Aragén-Bueno, 2022).

The habits and uses of photography among university students enrolled in
Communication degrees in Spain have been studied by authors such as Marzal
and Soler (2011) and Blanco (2022). In both cases, they analyse how students in
these degrees relate to the photographic medium in a context marked by the
democratisation of digital photography through smartphones. The massification
of images does not necessarily lead to visual literacy, but rather to its banalisation.
Hence the need to implement pedagogies in the use of photography with mobile

devices that enable the development of critical capacities for interpreting images.

Spanish academic literature on the didactic uses of photography and on pedagogy
applied in the classroom for the study of photography as both technique and
artistic expression is relatively limited. However, a notable gap remains in the
study of photographic projects as Final Degree Projects. Existing research on

Final Degree Projects focuses in particular on their design and development
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(Ferrer et al., 2013) or on the interdisciplinary nature of these works, which make
it possible to integrate different technical and theoretical competences acquired

across different subjects throughout the university degree (Ayza et al., 2010).

4. Photography in Communication degrees

Photography is included, to varying degrees, in all Communication degrees
offered in Spain. As Vega (2014) pointed out in her study on the integration of
photography as a subject in Spanish university curricula, in most cases it appears
as basic training in the first two years and, only very rarely, as a specialized
subject in the final years. Photographic competences are included in more than
70% of Audiovisual Communication degrees, focusing especially on technical
literacy while neglecting issues such as the history of photography or visual

language.

Similarly, Journalism and Advertising and Public Relations degrees do not
approach photography from the perspective of semantic analysis and the
communicative intention of images. Instead, they focus on graphic journalism in
the former case and advertising photography in the latter. According to Vega
(2014, p. 232), Journalism studies lack training in the understanding and
creation of still images: "working on the learning of this discipline in Journalism,
Information and Communication degrees from a globalizing approach will allow
students to understand the complexity of the photographic image, both
diachronically and socially and culturally” (Irala-Hortal, 2017, p. 482).

The three degrees offered by the Faculty of Information Sciences at the
Complutense University of Madrid include subjects on photography. In the
Audiovisual Communication curriculum, "Photography" is a compulsory second-
year subject. The contents it focuses on are fundamentally technical: after a brief
history of photography (origins, movements and styles, and the development of
photography in Spain), the syllabus addresses issues such as theories of light and

colour; image formation (optical principles and types of lenses); the photographic
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camera and its basic elements; exposure; digital imaging (size, resolution, digital

formats, editors, processors and printing); lighting; and, finally, composition.

Finally, in the fourth year of the Audiovisual Communication degree, an elective
subject on "Photojournalism" is offered. It combines theoretical and practical
components. On the one hand, it explores the history of press and documentary
photography from the late 19th century to the present day. It reviews the main
photographers who have developed their work within formats such as the news
photograph, current affairs reporting, in-depth reporting, and the photographic
essay. Students examine and analyse some of the most representative images of
major news events and international conflicts published both in the press and
within documentary photography. On the other hand, a practical component is
developed through different exercises (the news photograph, current affairs
report, interview, in-depth report, or photographic essay), and finally a final

project presented in class.

In the case of the Journalism degree at the Faculty of Information Sciences of the
Complutense University of Madrid, no compulsory subject on photography is
included. The only subject addressing this topic is the third-year elective
"Informative Photography". Since students do not possess basic technical
knowledge of photography or how to use DSLR cameras, this subject begins with
an introduction to the knowledge and use of professional cameras, as well as to
the language of photography (concepts such as focus, shutter speed, correct
exposure, knowledge and use of lenses, framing, lighting, etc.). More specifically,
the analysis of informative photography is addressed from the perspective of
communicative intent and taking into account the expressive elements involved
in photographic rhetoric: framing, shots, composition, focus of attention, figure-
ground relations, balance-imbalance, morphological elements, depth of field,
lighting, the grouping law, space-time relations, distance, denotation-

connotation, and photo-text relations: the caption.

The course also covers the general history of photography (from the pioneers to
the different schools), as well as informative and documentary photography in

particular, through its major milestones, reviewing the various practices of
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photojournalism and its main figures both internationally and nationally. The
different genres and formats of this type of photography are also defined for their

practical application through exercises on each of these categories.

Covering all these theoretical-practical aspects, combining history, technique,
and aesthetics in just one semester, highlights the shortcomings in students'
visual literacy and image culture. The time devoted to teaching photographic
technique and the history of photography in Spain and internationally, leaves
little time for reflective work on images and their intentions, as well as for their
practical application to news coverage. Students learn to generate images, but not
to "know how to look", which means applying journalistic criteria when selecting
and choosing among a large number of photographs - what would be "the decisive
moment" (Cartier-Bresson, 2003). Nor is there room to work on the concept of
photographic ethics, especially within the post-production processes of digital

photography, which make extensive image manipulation possible.

Lastly, in the Advertising and Public Relations degree curriculum, "Advertising
Photography" appears as a third-year elective subject. The course examines the
history and evolution of advertising photography, together with its different
aesthetic and artistic approaches across a range of media. It also starts from a
theoretical basis on photographic technique and then focuses on formal aspects
such as light, colour, space, and composition. The application and analysis of
these elements are carried out taking into account the purposes of the image, the
target audience, and the information provided by the client's briefing. In addition
to developing the fundamental notions of visual semiotics that enable students to
read images, the course focuses specifically on product photography (lighting,
packaging, three-dimensionality) and the photographed object (from still life to
portraiture). The practical component of the subject also seeks to create images
from a brief and to set in motion the processes of conceptualisation, generation

of product photographs, and subsequent graphic editing.

This brief overview of the photography-related subjects offered within the
Communication degrees at the Complutense University of Madrid illustrates the

distinct emphasis of each programme. Audiovisual Communication places
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greater emphasis on photographic technique and visual language, whereas
Journalism and Advertising focus on different sets of competences: informative
and documentary skills in the former; and aesthetic and communicative skills in
the latter.

4.1 Photography subjects in figures

The analysis of enrolment in photography-related subjects and Final Degree
Project tracks offered by the Faculty of Information Sciences of the Complutense
University of Madrid reveals a relatively low proportion of students who choose
to take these subjects when they are elective. Although, in all degrees, the
enrolment data indicate that the maximum number of places offered each year in
these subjects has been reached from 2021 to 2026, the proportion of students
who access these courses is not very high. In the Audiovisual Communication
degree, the compulsory subject "Photography” has 100% of students enrolled
(between 144 and 168 students, depending on the year), whereas in the elective
"Photojournalism" within the same degree, between 51% and 62% of students
enrol, depending on the academic year (2023—24 was the year with the highest

percentage, at 62%).

In the other two degrees offered, the photography-related subjects are elective,
meaning that enrolment is limited and does not cover the full student cohort. In
"Advertising Photography", with only one annual group in the Advertising and

Public Relations degree, the enrolment percentage is around 28% of the total.

In the case of "Informative Photography", an elective with three groups in the
Journalism degree, the percentage of enrolled students in relation to the total
student body ranges between 32% and 35%, with the 2025-26 academic year

reaching the highest percentage (35.1%).

The low weight of photography within the curricula of these degrees is also
evident in the data on the thematic lines offered for Final Degree Projects. In
Audiovisual Communication, there is no specific line on photography. This
degree has 20 thematic lines with a limited number of places, but only two include

photography: "Creation of the audiovisual work. Theory and Analysis of

FOTOCINEMA, n° 33 (2026) | | E-ISSN: 2172-0150 76



Carlota Coronado Ruiz. The photographic project as a creative tool in Communication degrees: an analysis
of two case studies

Communication. Film, TV, Radio and Photography", oriented towards the
development of audiovisual projects in different formats and genres; and
"Audiovisual History and Theory. Applied Communication Sciences. Image
culture; Film history; History of Spanish cinema; Image analysis;
Photojournalism". Each of them admits only 14 students. Between 2020 and
2025, of the 140 Final Degree Projects defended in these lines, 45 (32%) focused
on photography. The topics were varied: from the history of photography or its
relation to certain social or historical themes to photographic projects, photo
essays, or photo reports on a given topic. According to the data analysed, 38% of
the works focus on the theoretical study of photography (genres, history, artists),
while 62% are photographic creation projects. These works represent only 6% of
the total number of Final Degree Projects defended between 2020 and 2025 in

this degree.

In the case of the Journalism degree, photojournalism is included within the line
"Audiovisual information: Radio and Television. Journalism and New Media",
with 25 places. The topics developed include radio journalism, television
journalism, photojournalism, mobile journalism, audiovisual reporting,
audiovisual media, and education. According to the data collected on Final
Degree Projects defended between 2020 and 2025, only 22 students produced a
Final Degree Project on this subject (17.6% of the total places offered in this line

and 1.1% of the total number of graduates over those five years).

In terms of subject matter, in Journalism most of the works (72%) are theoretical
studies (professionals or history of photojournalism, analysis of photographs in
the press or on social media, documentary photography, or ethics and
photojournalism). The remainder (six works in total) were photo-reportage

projects.

Lastly, in the Advertising and Public Relations degree, there is only one line that
includes advertising photography as a topic: "Documentation in Advertising and
Public Relations. Management of Advertising Heritage. Advertising Archives.
Advertising Photography. Information sources for creativity", supervised by the

Departmental Unit of Library Science and Documentation. This line offers six
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places per year for Final Degree Projects, and only five photography-related
works were defended between 2020 and 2025. Of these works, only one is a
creative project (a photographic exhibition); the rest are theoretical approaches

to advertising photography.

The data analysed provide a very clear picture: the weight of photography among
the total number of Final Degree Projects defended at the Faculty of Information
Sciences between 2020 and 2025 is very low. In those degrees such as
Audiovisual Communication, where photography is included as a compulsory
subject, the percentage of students who complete their Final Degree Project on
this subject is higher (6%), compared with other degrees where the percentage is

very low (1.1% in Journalism and 0.007% in Advertising and Public Relations).

The figures in this study come from the data recorded at the Faculty of
Information Sciences of the Complutense University of Madrid on the total
number of Final Degree Projects defended from 2020 to 2025 in the three degrees
it offers. It is not possible to make a comparison with data from other Spanish
public universities in order to verify whether the scarcity of Final Degree Projects
on photography is a common trend. One can only rely on institutional
repositories where students voluntarily deposit their Final Degree Projects. This
information is incomplete, but it may support the idea of a low number of works
on this subject in Communication degrees. For example, of the 44 Final Degree
Projects available in the Diposit Digital of the University of Barcelona, only two

correspond to the Degree in Communication and Cultural Industries.

5. The photographic project as a Final Degree Project: two case studies

As Forestello and Soria (2023, p. 2) point out, Final Degree Projects provide
students with an opportunity to test themselves: to conduct research, make
original proposals, and present themselves as authors and creators. These
projects are intended to test and demonstrate the different capacities and skills
acquired throughout university studies. Supervision and guidance by teaching
staff should be aimed at developing the competences that show that the student

is capable of practising the profession for which they have been trained.
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The low number of photographic projects as Final Degree Projects means that
teaching staff do not always have specific knowledge of this type of work, its
theoretical and practical design. Hence, the process of producing two
photographic projects is presented below so that it may serve as a possible
implementation guide and also to encourage the use of photography as a form of

expression and creativity among students.

At the Faculty of Information Sciences of the Complutense University of Madrid,
guidelines are provided for the completion of Final Degree Projects, specifying

the characteristics that photographic projects must have:

1.- The format may vary: socio-documentary report, editorial, artistic, etc.

Students must choose and justify their selection.

2.- Technical characteristics: the decisions adopted from the technical point of
view must be indicated (analogue or digital photography, black and white or

colour, type of camera, lenses, exposure, etc.).
3.- Number of photographs: a maximum of 12 final photographs is established.

4.- A portfolio must be prepared with the original photographs, adding notes to

them according to the chosen content.

5.- Digital support: size 20x30 cm. 72 ppi. JPG format. Each photograph must

include a digital watermark.

6.- Content: students may choose a genre and, through the photographs they
produce, show the essential characteristics of that genre. They may also choose

an idea or concept to be present in the images.

The two Final Degree Projects selected as case studies addressed these issues in
the initial conceptualisation phase, in addition to other fundamental matters
required to plan the projects and make the appropriate decisions.

5.1. Project "Paradise"

The first work, entitled Paradise Project, by Sofia Reyes Machin, an Audiovisual
Communication student, was framed within the format of artistic photography

and focused thematically on the touristification of the south of the island of
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Tenerife. The thematic choice determined some formal and technical elements.
First, the student had to choose the spaces in which to work. Her main idea was
to reflect on mass tourism in the Canary Islands, which generates a reality alien
to the identity of the place and impoverishes the culture of the islands.
Depersonalisation and the loss of authenticity are more visible in the south of the

island, hence her decision to choose this area.

Working in these spaces determined the first technical choice: the use of digital
photography in order to capture images without constraints. This aspect was key
for the student, since she was working in uncontrolled locations (natural
landscapes, beaches, areas with large crowds), where planning was not possible
and image capture resulted from the moment itself. She used a DSLR camera
(Canon 200D) that allowed her to shoot in RAW, giving her a wide range of
possibilities for editing the images in post-production without losing quality or

information.

Another technical choice within the methodological approach concerned lenses:
she opted for an 18-55 mm zoom lens and a 70-300 mm telephoto lens. The 18-
55 mm lens allowed her to capture a broad scene, seeking to portray the subject
within the environment and provide strong context to the image. The telephoto
lens, for its part, was intended to discreetly capture certain gestures, bodies, or
details on the beaches or seafront promenades. However, these images lacked
depth of field and expressive strength, appearing somewhat flattened. For this
reason, the telephoto lens was ultimately used only to capture from afar the

infrastructures that characterize the island's horizon.

The rest of the technical and aesthetic choices were closely related to the goals
and intentions set by the student. This conceptualisation phase was essential in
defining the style and the object she wished to capture in the photographs. To this
end, a significant effort was made to define objectives and carry out research.
Since this project combined two essential elements - photography and tourism -
it was necessary to research artists who had produced photographic work focused
on these aspects. In any audiovisual project, it is important for students to have

visual references that may serve as inspiration. In this case, the student chose
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British photographer Martin Parr as her main reference, particularly his series
Life's a Beach, characterized by the capture of everyday moments that the
photographer's lens turns into something grotesque or absurd: "The beach is that
odd public space in which all the absurd and extravagant behaviours of a nation
take place" (Parr, 2014). The extravagance to be found in these places full of
bodies smeared with sunscreen or impossible tans can be seen in examples such

as those presented by the student in her work.

These images connect with those of another reference, the Spanish photographer
Carlos Pérez Siquier, who in his series La playa reveals "the kitsch substrate of
that emerging industry that threw thousands of shameless holidaymakers onto

the Spanish coastline, inventors of a new world" (Bernal, 2020).

Both authors share an ironic gaze on the phenomenon of tourism. But in addition
to reflecting on its less pleasant side, they also turn holiday leisure spaces into

places of great aesthetic potential.

In the documentation and reference-gathering phase, the student also took into
account other kinds of narratives that went beyond photography and focused on
the transformations experienced by the Canary Islands as a consequence of
excessive tourism. Literary works such as Panza de burro (Andrea Abreu, 2020)
or Supersaurio (Meryem El Mehdati, 2022) present a critical view of the
coexistence between Canary Islanders and tourists in a world that seems like
paradise, but where labour exploitation, resource exploitation, racism, and

servitude to tourists are the order of the day.

Sofia Reyes's work belongs to this same line of denunciation, and therefore she
also drew inspiration from the film Matar Cangrejos (Omar A. Razzak, 2023),
set in 1990s Tenerife and offering a critical view of the island's touristification.
Both the film and Sofia Reyes's photographic project are conceived as a
vindication of Canarian identity in the face of the loss of local culture resulting

from tourism.

These visual references, which are close to the kitsch, in which striking elements

and saturated colours predominate - particularly reds, pinks, yellows, greens, and
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blues - also entailed a technical choice related to the chromatic range both at the
moment of taking the photographs and in post-production. The student took the
photographs between 1 pm and 4 pm, so that the colours appeared intense and
bright, with hardly any shadows, as a consequence of the direct and harsh light of

the chosen time slot.

After the conceptualisation work and the choice of technical elements, the student
carried out the fieldwork, taking 490 photographs in the selected areas. Once
captured, the post-production phase began, in which it was also essential to
establish a working method. The first stage of post-production was the
categorisation of the images for their subsequent selection. Among the different
categories were identity, exoticisation, tanning, hypersexualisation,
globalisation, the idea of the non-place, and so on. Some of the images sought to
contrast Canarian identity with the cultural emptying produced by globalisation.
A strong clash emerged between elements belonging to Canarian culture itself
(food, for example) and others stemming from the global sphere or from the
countries that send the most tourists to the island (such as Irish pubs, menus, or
signs in English). Since the student had to select a total of 12 photographs, she
chose images from different categories in order to give greater variety to the final

work.

In addition to the subject matter, another factor involved in the selection was the
expressive potential of each image: the colours, the extravagance of the subject or
the situation, among other aspects. The search for the kitsch implied a
predominance of striking and artificial colours and elements. This was reinforced
in post-production by pursuing this chromatic range through Adobe Lightroom,
modifying colour temperature and hue, and increasing image saturation. In this

way, a greater sense of artificiality was achieved.

The final stage of working with the photographs involved a reconceptualisation.
The student chose images that critically and ironically represented the
consequences of the touristification of Tenerife, but she also wanted each
photograph to have a symbolism that went beyond what was represented and was

connected to Canarian identity. Hence she posed herself a question: how would
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she want to display the photographs if this were an exhibition? What caption
would she use for each of them? She related her photographs to an educational
activity she had encountered during the research phase of the project: an
educational proposal carried out at the Tenerife Arts Space (TEA) based on
making collages capable of opening a debate on the sustainability of the islands'
tourism model. The result was postcards of the island showing its "B side". From
here emerged the idea of reinterpreting the photographs in order to give them a

new meaning by turning them into the real postcards of the Canary Islands (F1).

F1. Paradise Project. Photograph by Sofia Reyes (2023)

In order to carry out this re-semantisation of the images in the form of postcards,
the student printed the photographs and pasted them over the image side of
postcards purchased in souvenir shops on the island. The combination of the
postcard description with the new photograph generated an ironic and playful,
yet highly critical effect: the symbols and images of Canarian identity and culture
gave way to new symbols stemming from tourism, globalisation, and the

exploitation of the island. Thus, a photograph showing in detail the green bikini
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of a middle-aged woman with an excessive tan bordering on sunburn is combined

on the reverse side of the postcard with the following description: "Wrinkled

potatoes with red and green mojo" (F2).

DREE ol

otograph by Sofia Reyes (2023)

Yy 5 o -’-“'
F2. Paradis

rect. h
The final result is a personal photographic project that reveals the student's gaze
on a phenomenon she not only knows well, but which also affects her: she has
managed to direct her gaze in order to articulate her reality and herself - her
childhood and what currently surrounds her - through photography. In this way,

the photographic gaze also becomes a social, cultural, and political gaze.
5.2. Project “Ghorba”

The second work selected as a case study is the project Ghorba by Ayoub El
Kadmiri, a Journalism student at the Faculty of Information Sciences. His work
was framed within photo reportage or documentary photography. Its aim was to
portray the lives of Maghrebi migrants in an irregular situation in Madrid through
photography. His idea was to capture portraits of these people and their everyday

lives in order, in the student's own words, to "break the statistical silence and give
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a face and dignity to the everyday lives of migrants" (El Kadmiri, 2025, pp. 1-2).
Thus, the image is not a mere illustrative resource, but becomes a testimony in

itself.

The thematic choice determined the stages required to carry out the project. For
Ayoub El Kadmiri, capturing these portraits went beyond photography itself: the
images told lives. Hence the need for an initial stage of research and
conceptualisation in order to select the participants to be portrayed. For the
student, it was important to undertake an approach that was not only
photographic, but also journalistic: knowing their stories would allow him to

produce stronger photographic portraits.

Through snowball sampling within networks of contacts in the Maghrebi
community in Madrid, the student was able to interview several people willing to
share their experiences as irregular migrants or during the years in which they
lacked legal status. One of the criteria used to select the different life stories he
wanted to tell was to include diverse profiles within the Maghrebi migrant
collective (sex, age, living conditions, migratory trajectories). In the end, 10
people were portrayed (from five different families), mostly women (only one

adult man and three children).

The working methodology carried out by El Kadmiri combined journalistic and
photographic work. In order to understand the reality of the people portrayed,
the student conducted seven in-depth interviews. They were carried out face to
face in spaces chosen by the interviewees themselves. The choice of space was
important in creating an atmosphere of trust, closeness, and security. In most
cases, both the interviews and the photographs took place in the homes of each
portrayed family. This allowed more emotional depth and nuance to emerge,
which in turn made it easier to choose the photograph that would document
them: not only faces were portrayed, but also symbolic objects or objects carrying

a significant emotional weight.

In order to prepare the interviews, the student researched reports and news items
on the situation of undocumented Maghrebi people in Spain. He also took as

references some examples of photographic reportages that combine the strength
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of images with words, such as those by Ofelia de Pablo and Javier Zurita, visual
journalists who work for The Guardian, The New York Times, or National
Geographic, with a human and social approach focused on issues such as social

justice, the climate crisis, and gender equality (F3).

F3. "Samira Amaazoule adjusting her hijab, ready to play."
Photograph by Ofelia de Pablo and Javier Zurita. (TheGuardian.org, 27/06/2024)

From these references, Ayoub El Kadmiri adopted the idea of multimedia
storytelling: this was not a traditional photojournalism work centred solely on the
image, but one grounded in in-depth research in order to better understand both
the people being photographed and the phenomenon being presented. The
student therefore opted for a dialogue between word and image, complementing
one another to produce a more complex and humane representation of the

migratory experiences of the people portrayed.

That human approach to migrants living in an irregular situation in Spain is

already defined in the title itself, “Ghorba”:

An Arabic term designating the profound feeling of estrangement and
uprootedness experienced by a person living far from their country of
origin, their language, their culture, and their affective network. More than

mere nostalgia or longing, ghorba implies an existential sense of
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foreignness, of being a ghareeb (stranger) in an alien place, where the
distance is not only geographical, but also emotional and symbolic (El

Kadmiri, 2025, p. 2).

. ! o« N
F4. "I felt ghorba every day when I came home after work and had no one to talk to" - Nadia.
Photograph by Ayoub El Kadmiri (2025)

The idea of ghorba is present both in the photographs and in the words that
accompany them, either drawn from the interviews conducted (F4) or written by
the student to accompany each life story. Thus, for example, accompanying the
photographs of Sara and objects that carry a special emotional significance (F5),
such as the wedding keepsake from her eldest son, El Kadmiri (2025) writes the

following:
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Time, for those living in irregularity, does not pass; it weighs. Every day is
identical to the previous one, while real life seems to be happening
elsewhere, at another pace. Waiting is not merely a parenthesis; it is a
suspended state of existence. Sara knows this waiting well. For seven years
she applied unsuccessfully for a residence permit for social integration.
Seven years during which she could not return to Morocco, during which
every wedding, every funeral, every embrace with her loved ones remained
postponed, suspended in a time that did not move forward (El Kadmiri,

2025, p. 16).

Y, 0
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F5. Wedding keepsake from Sara's eldest son. Photograph by Ayoub El Kadmiri (2025)

The prominence of women in this documentary work was the result of their
greater willingness to tell their life experiences, which were closely linked to
precariousness and to domestic and care work. In this sense, the student gives
voice to women whose stories remain invisible. The media tend to emphasise the
most negative aspects of migration through data on crime, while paying less
attention to the human stories behind many childhoods or families separated by
distance, or to the fears and challenges faced daily by those living without papers.
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Here, El Kadmiri highlights these invisible lives, many of them women who
support families, care for the elderly, and clean homes. In this way, the student
gives these people a face and restores their humanity through documentary

photography, making their stories visible.

6. Conclusions

The two case studies presented and analysed make it possible to observe the
processes involved in the development of a photographic Final Degree Project
between teachers and students. The guidance and support of teaching staff in this
creative process are essential in enabling students to better engage in self-
reflection and thereby shape the artistic or journalistic project more effectively.
The case studies are important for illustrating the results obtained and for

understanding the processes through the detailed analysis of specific cases.

In this type of creation, students do not conceive photography merely as symbolic
representation, but as a "vehicle of thought" through which they express their
critical understanding of the social context surrounding them (Chacon, 2025, p.
1). In this sense, photography has generated in students processes of critical
reflection, as well as personal expression regarding issues that affect them, such
as the loss of local identity in the face of the "monster of tourism" or the

phenomenon of migration.

In addition to its expressive and artistic potential, photography has significant
educational potential that enables students to "understand their surroundings
and develop a critical reading of reality" (CNCA, 2015, p. 7). The examples
selected work with realities close to the students that ultimately speak about
themselves, about what defines them and what they have experienced. For Sofia
Reyes, the world in which she spent her childhood was designed for the guiri
(mass tourism visitor); whereas Ayoub El Kadmiri spent part of his childhood
accompanying his mother to the supermarket in fear of police presence. The
photographs created by both students not only recount their realities, but also

part of their histories, of who they are. The potential of self-representation as the
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structuring axis of an artistic project is therefore evident (Gémez and Becerra,
2025, p. 72), since it generates an emotional bond between students and their

creations.

Documentary photography, in addition to being defined by the truth it conveys,
is the result of a bond between the person who photographs and the community
or reality captured. At a moment like the present, the irruption of generative
Artificial Intelligence for image creation poses a new challenge for photographic
ethics, especially in photo-reportage: Al-generated images are trained on millions
of images from prior documentary photography, which may give rise to an
"aesthetic and self-referential loop" of identical images that imitate everything
that came before (Manovich and Arielli, 2024, p. 187), without there being any

truth behind them, which implies a loss of authenticity and trust.

Through works that use photography as a creative tool, students reflect their way
of understanding reality and the society around them. But both Sofia and Ayoub
have not only looked at reality through the camera lens; they have also felt
emotions about what they were looking at, and they have conveyed these through
their creative work. They have explored their own identity and ended up doing
what Susan Sontag (2006) said, in the phrase with which Sofia Reyes opened her

Final Degree Project: "To photograph is to appropriate the thing photographed”.
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