
 
 

 

Included in study programme: PhD in pedagogical resources and learning 
processes in kindergarten and school  

Course name: Vulnerability: Aesthetics, Ethics, and Education 
Course code: PHDVUL 

Course level: PhD level, elective Course- 900 

Course scope and organization:  
Number of credits: 5  
Number of semesters: 1  
Language of instruction: English  
Course organization: Three full days, Campus Drammen 

Academic content 
The course is anchored in interdisciplinary humanistic research on vulnerability. Vulnerability 
studies has become an established field of research that contributes to a better 
understanding of what vulnerability is, why vulnerability obligates, who has the main 
responsibility for responding to vulnerability and how best to fulfill our obligations towards 
the vulnerable. These questions are central to a democratic, inclusive, and sustainable 
society and education.  

Researchers in political philosophy and ethics point out that vulnerability is an ontological, 
phenomenological, and situational phenomenon closely linked to power structures. All 
people are vulnerable, but some are always more vulnerable than others due to individual 
and structural factors around them. For example, social and political mechanisms and 
institutions can increase or decrease one's ability to handle difficult situations and adversity. 
Certain groups, such as children, refugees, and minorities, are at risk of becoming extra 
vulnerable when their vulnerability can be used as a pretext to control them and refute their 
claims. Furthermore, those in positions of power can use vulnerability as an argument to 
protect their own privileges which they fear they are about to lose. While vulnerability is 
inherent to the social and political body, the term is also commonly used in connection to 
non-human systems such as the environment and computing. From an educational 
perspective, vulnerability is a highly relevant perspective both because of what vulnerability 
can teach us about ourselves, the society we are part of and the environment, but also 
because vulnerability is what makes learning possible. For learning to occur, one needs to 
embrace one’s vulnerability in the sense that one is open to being unknowing, unfamiliar, 
wrong, and even uncomfortable.  

Literature, here understood as narratives in various genres and media with an intrinsic 
aesthetic value, functions as a portal into the many facets and ambiguity of vulnerability. 
Vulnerability is a major theme in literature, not least in children's and youth literature, but it 
is not only in terms of content that literature is interesting to look at when trying to better 
understand what it means to be vulnerable and how vulnerability should and can be 
handled. The literary form and the actual encounter with literature provide important 



 
 

 

insights into the cultural politics and ethics of vulnerability. For example, texts are vulnerable 
to misinterpretation and misuse. Literary genres in the gray zone between fiction and reality 
can trigger vulnerability in the reader as well as in the author. 

Using examples mainly from Nordic literature, the course aims to give participants insights 
into the complexity of vulnerability, sharpen their conceptual apparatus and show how 
vulnerability can be much more than a weakness. In certain situations, vulnerability can act 
as a resource to make resistance, demand rights, ask critical questions, learn, and deal with 
change. The course has a general focus on the potential and risks of vulnerability and on the 
application of the theoretical approaches presented and discussed to the analysis of various 
kinds of texts. It also provides a platform for participants to discuss and receive feedback on 
theory-related aspects of their own PhD-projects.  

Learning outcome  
Knowledge  
The candidate:  

• is at the forefront of knowledge in humanistic research and has a thorough    
understanding of theoretical perspectives in vulnerability studies. 

• can assess the need for humanistic research to shed light on complex bodily and 
social phenomena and solve societal challenges related to alienation, discrimination, 
and injustice. can contribute to the development of new knowledge, theories, 
methods, and interpretations within humanistic research. 

• has knowledge of how text analysis can be used in relevant contexts in society as well 
as in teaching and learning contexts. 

Skills  
The candidate:  

• can formulate research questions, plan, develop and complete research.  

• can do research and development work at a high international level.  

• can handle complex questions and challenge established knowledge and practice in           
humanistic research.  

General competences 
The candidate:  

• can identify relevant ethical questions and carry out research with professional 
integrity.  

• can manage complex interdisciplinary project tasks and projects.  

• can participate in debates within humanistic research in conference settings.  

• can assess the need for and take the initiative to make innovation.  

Learning activities 
In this course, we use various teaching methods and approaches: lectures followed by 
plenary discussions, panel discussions, seminars with oral presentations held by the 



 

 

participants in which they situate their own projects in dialog with vulnerability theory, 
immersive walks, and individual study of a selection of theoretical texts that participants 
read in advance of the course. 

Participation/Compulsory work requirements 
The participants are required to read a selection of theoretical texts prior to the course, 
participate in at least 80 % of the lectures and engage actively in the plenary discussions of 
lectures and other participants’ projects. 

Forms of assessment  
The participants are assessed based on three assignments: 

• Abstract (300 words), in which they explain their own research project and how 
vulnerability can be a productive theoretical framework for it. The abstract shall be 
sent to course leader minimum a week before the start date of the course.  

• Oral presentation about theory-related aspects of their own research projects in 
which they come in dialog with vulnerability theory from the reading list of the 
course. The presentation will be delivered during the course, in a conventional 
conference setting (15 minutes presentation, 15 minutes discussion).  

• A cohesive written version of their oral presentation manuscript in which they 
incorporate feedback received during the course. To be handed in electronically after 
the end date of the course.  

The abstract, the oral presentation, and the written text are assessed together as 
Passed/Not Passed.  
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