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Social Responsibilities
Introduction to the Cambridge Life  
Competencies Framework
There have been many initiatives to address the skills and competencies our learners need for the 
21st century – each relating to different contexts. At Cambridge, we are responding to educators that 
have asked for a way to understand how all these different approaches to life competencies relate to 
English language programmes.

We have set out to analyse what the basic components of these competencies are. This is to help us 
create an underlying framework to interpret different initiatives.

We have identified six life competencies, which are linked to three foundation layers of the 
Framework.
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Pre-Primary Primary Secondary

Higher Education At Work

We are developing Can Do Statements (see page 6) to describe what can be expected of a learner at 
each stage of learning for each competency. The Can Do Statements are phrased as what a learner 
should be able to do by the end of that stage of learning. We have started to develop Can Do 
Statements as descriptions of observable behaviour.  

The Framework provides different levels of detail – from the broad Competencies to the specific Can 
Do Statement. 

 

  

 
 

Competency Core Area Can Do 
Statement
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The Learning Journey
The competencies vary depending on the stage of the learning journey – from pre-
primary through to learners at work.

Defining SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITIES 
Competencies
The ‘globalised’, fast-changing, and multicultural world of this millennium offers clear opportunities for 
young people to interact with others and to access information across time and space. However, it also 
brings challenges of a magnitude no other generation has faced. Climate change, war and conflict, 
refugees, poverty, gender and social inequality have become global problems with consequences for 
many different countries and communities. As such, they demand global action and a new practice 
and discourse in the education of young people. Social responsibilities refer to the rights and duties 
that come along with being a citizen of a particular nation or state, as well as of a broader global entity.

We have identified four core areas within the area of Social Responsibilities:

• Understanding personal and social responsibilities as part of a group and in society – 
including citizenship refers to identifying and perceiving the significance of personal and social 
responsibilities across different levels, ranging from the local to the global. This involves learners 
fulfilling their personal and social responsibilities as a member of a social group and/or as a global 
citizen, and taking responsibility for their own actions.

• Taking active roles including leadership involves volunteering to perform tasks or resolve 
problems in a group and/or in the local context and includes setting and effectively communicating 
strategies and plans.

• Understanding and describing own and others’ cultures refers to a learner being able to 
describe and analyse features of their own culture and of the culture of others, and to make 
comparisons in a positive and respectful way.

• Understanding and discussing global issues – environmental, political, financial and social 
includes identifying, discussing and understanding a range of perspectives on global issues at 
environmental, political, economic and social levels. Learners will be able to understand how their 
own behaviours can contribute positively or negatively to the identified issues.
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SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITIES Can Do 
Statements
In this section, we have provided some examples of Can Do Statements which detail what learners 
can be expected to do for each competency by the end of that stage of the learning journey. These 
Can Do Statements will vary in their suitability for learners in different contexts, and so are provided 
as a starting point in the development of a curriculum, programme or assessment system. 

The Can Do Statements at each level generally assume that the learners have developed the skills at 
a previous stage of learning, although this is not true of the Higher Education and At Work stages, 
which are treated as being in parallel.

STAGE OF 
LEARNING

CORE AREAS CAN DO STATEMENTS

PRE-PRIMARY Understanding  
personal  
responsibilities as  
part of a group and  
in society – including  
citizenship

• Knows words relating to groups to which they belong (e.g. family, friends or 
school class).

• Describes in basic terms the roles and responsibilities they have at pre-school 
(e.g. tidying up toys, following directions and following playground rules). 

• Describes in basic terms positive behaviours in the school environment (e.g. 
helping others, picking up litter).

• Treats school objects and other children’s possessions with respect.
• Learns to care for animals and plants.
• Learns about and uses recycling facilities in school.
• Recognises when they are behaving badly and corrects behaviour.

Taking active roles 
including leadership

• Volunteers to perform simple tasks (e.g. tidying up toys or helping younger 
children).

• Shows confidence to speak in a familiar group.
• Helps others in a group to solve simple problems.

Understanding and 
describing own and 
others’ cultures

• Identifies and can name familiar places and landmarks in their environment 
(e.g. pre-school, playground, home etc.).

• Identifies similarities and differences between self and others (e.g. favourite 
pastimes, toys, colours, food etc.).

• Compares food, festivals and music from different parts of the world.

Understanding and  
discussing global  
issues – environmental,  
political, financial and 
social

• Identifies basic needs in human life (e.g. a home, a family, clean water etc.).
• Describes ways to help the environment (e.g. save water, recycle etc.). 
• Identifies activities and foods/drinks that are good/bad for their health.
• Gives examples of hygiene habits (e.g. washing hands, sneezing etiquette 

etc.).

PRIMARY Understanding 
personal 
responsibilities as 
part of a group and 
in society – including 
citizenship

• Knows and uses words relating to groups to which they belong (e.g. family, 
friends, school class or sports team).

• Describes roles and responsibilities they have as members of those groups.
• Gives examples of ways in which people co-operate to live together 

peacefully (e.g. sharing, taking turns, following rules or being polite).
• Follows school rules and makes positive choices about behaviours.
• Uses consumable materials wisely.
• Shows respect for things belonging to the school or other people.
• Takes responsibility for their mistakes.

Taking active roles 
including leadership

• Volunteers to try out new activities.
• Volunteers for roles of responsibility.
• Takes the initiative in group projects such as starting discussions and 

activities before being asked to.
• Shows confidence in expressing own ideas.
• Helps others in a group to solve problems.

STAGE OF 
LEARNING

CORE AREAS CAN DO STATEMENTS

PRIMARY

(CONTINUED)

Understanding and 
describing own and 
others’ cultures

• Identifies and can name familiar places and landmarks in their environment 
(e.g. school, library, grocery store, playground, post office, fire station, 
police station etc.).

• Describes basic information about their own culture (e.g. language, food, 
entertainment and pastimes).

• Identifies similarities and differences between own and other countries (e.g. 
names, geographical location, languages etc.).

Understanding 
and discussing 
global issues – 
environmental, 
political, financial  
and social 

• Understands basic human rights (e.g. healthcare, education etc.).
• Understands that some children have been denied their human rights.
• Understands there is a need to share and protect resources.
• Understands common diseases and the importance of prevention (e.g. 

through hygiene).

SECONDARY Understanding 
personal 
responsibilities as 
part of a group 
and in society – 
including citizenship

• Is aware of positive behaviour in different groups (e.g. class, home and with 
friends).

• Understands various aspects of society (e.g. volunteering, charity work, 
social classes, power, prestige, poverty etc.).

• Understands the rights and responsibilities of individuals in society at local 
and national levels. 

• Makes informed choices (e.g. in relation to diet, exercise, sexual health, 
environmentally-friendly products etc.).

• Participates in the definition of collective rights and responsibilities in 
school.

• Gets involved in collective action in the school/community (e.g. through 
community service, volunteering, fundraising events, etc.).

Taking active roles 
including leadership

• In group work, makes consultative decisions.
• Encourages others to participate and contribute in projects.
• Sets strategies and plans.
• Shows confidence in speaking in public (e.g. to present a project).
• Takes an active role in resolving disagreements in a group.
• Manages disputes peacefully.

Understanding and 
describing own and 
others’ cultures

• Appreciates themselves and recognises their own value. 
• Accepts others and shows respect for cultural difference, challenging 

prejudice and discriminatory views.
• Makes informed comparisons between their own society and other 

societies. 
• Understands the contributions of different cultures to their own lives.

Understanding 
and discussing 
global issues – 
environmental, 
political, financial 
and social 

• Is aware of different global issues (e.g. poverty, migration, global warming, 
human rights violations, pandemic diseases etc.).

• Identifies national and international organisations and initiatives that tackle 
global issues.

• Understands the importance of international cooperation. 
• Understands how personal habits and behaviour have the capacity to affect 

others and the environment.
• Understands basic banking products and the responsibilities involved in 

their use.

HIGHER 
EDUCATION

Understanding 
personal 
responsibilities as 
part of a group 
and in society – 
including citizenship

• Critically analyses the roles and responsibilities of citizens in their society.
• Understands own responsibilities to others (e.g. reporting illegal or 

discriminatory behaviour to school/legal authorities). 
• Understands the potential for action at personal to global levels.
• Shares opinions on matters related to social responsibilities with others, 

including decision-makers and elected representatives.
• Gets actively involved in collective action about local, national and global 

issues (e.g. through campaigns or demonstrations).
• Identifies differences between beliefs and personal actions.



8

STAGE OF 
LEARNING

CORE AREAS CAN DO STATEMENTS

HIGHER 
EDUCATION

(CONTINUED)

Taking active 
roles including 
leadership

• Takes responsibility for creating and managing groups for shared activities.
• Identifies and communicates goals and approaches for group activities. 
• Participates in decision-making in their community.

Understanding and 
describing own and 
others’ cultures

• Analyses key aspects of own culture, including common values and beliefs.
• Recognises that one’s own perspective is shaped by multiple influences (e.g. 

culture, religion, gender, socio-economic status, education etc.).
• Makes an analytical comparison between different cultures or societies. 
• Has a general awareness of potential sites of difference/conflict in cultural 

values.

Understanding 
and discussing 
global issues – 
environmental, 
political, financial 
and social

• Understands global economic and political systems.
• Understands interconnections between global issues, events and trends.
• Discusses the causes, effects and potential solutions to global issues.
• Understands global environmental issues and potential solutions.
• Understands a range of perspectives on global issues, namely related to 

cultural (including religious) background and experience.

AT WORK Understanding 
personal 
responsibilities 
as part of a 
group and in 
society – including 
citizenship

• Understands personal responsibilities in the workplace (e.g. meeting job 
expectations, fulfilling daily work duties, etc.).

• Understands own responsibilities to others (e.g. reporting illegal, suspicious 
or discriminatory behaviour; reporting safety violations etc). 

• Understands how company and commercial activities have the capacity to 
affect communities and the environment.

• Responsibly performs the duties required by a job to address social and 
environmental issues.

• Displays a positive work ethic.
• Assumes accountability for own actions, products and decisions.
• Gets actively involved in collective action about local, national and global 

issues within the workplace.

Taking active 
roles including 
leadership

• Takes responsibility for pursuing new opportunities or resolving business 
issues.

• Allocates and delegates work according to the strengths and weaknesses of 
their team.

• Identifies and effectively communicates business tactics and strategy.

Understanding and 
describing own and 
others’ cultures

• Understands how own culture affects business practice.
• Understands business culture within own organisation. 
• Understands how colleagues and customers bring different cultural 

backgrounds to the workplace.
• Uses strategies for reducing conflict or leveraging value from the range of 

cultures in the workplace

Understanding 
and discussing 
global issues – 
environmental, 
political, financial 
and social

• Understands and discusses how global political, social and financial 
developments affect their own organisation’s activities.

• Understands and discusses how their organisation is supporting 
environmentally-friendly behaviour.

• Understands and discusses how their organisation can contribute to 
improving the lives of local and distant communities (e.g. through donations 
and sponsorship).

Practical Guidelines for Teaching  
Social Responsibilities Competencies
The changing nature of the societies in which today’s learners inhabit means certain issues need to be 
addressed in lessons which will enable them to successfully negotiate the opportunities and challenges of 
a fast-paced, multicultural world. In this way, teachers can help learners to understand and implement their 
rights and responsibilities in their home country and the wider global community. Teachers also need to 
support them in their ability to lead and take the initiative in class, besides enabling them to understand 
and compare different cultures worldwide. Furthermore, time should be taken in lessons to help learners 
engage with global issues related to the environment and society and explore how their general behaviour 
contributes positively, or not, to that particular issue. 

The English language classroom is uniquely placed to provide an environment in which social 
responsibilities can be examined. Teachers have a certain degree of flexibility when it comes to selecting 
topics in order to practise target language: for this reason, social responsibility competencies can be 
incorporated into weekly lesson planning as they offer a stimulating and relevant context for meaningful 
language practice. 

Teachers have a vital part to play in terms of being an effective role model: maintaining an impartial view 
on topics, handling discussions in a fair and balanced way, encouraging learners to respect diversity of 
opinions and allowing learners to come to their own opinions rather than imposing the teacher’s own.

Delia and Ben,
Language  
Research Team,  
Cambridge  
University Press

9
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Suggestions for classroom practice
The ideas presented here are intended as a general indication of the types of activity that might develop 
this competency in the classroom, and are not a definitive list.

GENERAL SUGGESTIONS

Classroom Behaviours

All of these activities should include the following in order to ensure that social responsibilities 
competencies are understood and practised:  

Core areas Classroom behaviours

Understanding personal and 
social responsibilities as part 
of a group and in society – 
including citizenship

Personal identification with the topic and an examination of how each learner can 
take responsibility for their actions in relation to that topic.

Taking active roles including 
leadership

An emphasis on collaboration in pairs or groups and the expectation that 
learners will play an active role in class through taking the initiative in achieving 
tasks, solving problems, resolving conflicts, making decisions together and 
presenting their conclusions/opinions/ideas confidently in public.

Understanding and describing 
own and others’ cultures

Opportunities for learners to appraise their own culture and explore values and 
attitudes shared by other cultures without discrimination or prejudice.

Understanding and discussing 
global issues – environmental, 
political, financial and social

Awareness-raising tasks that sensitise learners to issues around human rights, 
the protection and sharing of natural resources, the importance of international 
cooperation and solutions to global problems.

Topics

Learners enjoy discussing social responsibility topics because they see the clear relationship between 
them and the real world. These topics provide a context which is stimulating, motivating and one in which 
learners can deploy their English language skills, not only to improve their ability to communicate but also 
to develop themselves as people with a stake in their local and global community. Nevertheless, topics 
need to be selected with care (preferably in consultation with learners) and their presentation in class 
should be handled with sensitivity. 

The most effective way of incorporating these competencies into our lessons with learners of all age 
groups is to find a topic that will interest them. Global issues include everything from children’s rights 
(political) to disposable fashion (financial) to the problems of single use plastics (environmental), so it could 
be helpful to conduct a brief survey at the beginning of term on what topics appeal to the class. Then 
when the topic has been established, you are ready to start thinking about how you might engage your 
learners with practical activities that enhance their knowledge and develop their competencies.

Supportive / non-judgemental environment

Learners have a right to their own opinion, but creating a non-judgmental atmosphere is key to successful 
lesson delivery. For primary learners this can be framed as a ‘golden agreement’ and in secondary and 
adult environments as a ‘working’ agreement. Both could include codes of conduct related to expressing 
opinions, respecting differences of opinion, listening actively and interrupting politely.
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TEENAGE LEARNERS

Through their increased awareness of the world around them and their exposure to other subjects on the 
curriculum, learners at secondary-school level are now in a position to dig more deeply into issues related 
to themselves as people, their immediate community and their place in a global society. 

Encouraging practical action outside of the classroom

One crucial topic that has assumed increasing importance in the media lately is that of climate change. 
This topic can be explored through a wide variety of activities centred on:

• reading texts • quizzes • discussions • competitions 

However, in order to further involve learners and develop their competencies, a clear call for action should 
be added to the activities listed above. In other words, any activities that are carried out in the classroom 
should be clearly linked to practical action outside it. 

Classroom activity Examples Practical actions

Write down 3 
personal actions 
you want to take to 
support the fight 
against climate 
change 

• join an environmental organisation 
like Greenpeace

• encourage family and friends to 
recycle more 

• conserve resources like water and 
energy at home and in school

• plan a school fundraising campaign to raise money for a local 
environmental group

• write an email to a national or world leader calling for urgent 
action on the climate crisis 

• link up with people in other countries (via Skype or ZOOM) to 
devise strategies and share tips on tackling the climate crisis  

 Over to you…
1. Choose one of the example activities in this section and try it out with your class..

 - Following the activity, reflect on what worked well and what could be improved next time, 
particularly focusing on the extent to which learners were able to develop their skills related to 
Social Responsibilities.

2. Using your course book or other materials, choose a few activities you may be using or topics that you 
may be teaching in your classes in the next week or so. Consider how you could use these to build on 
your students’ Social Responsibilities skills.

YOUNG LEARNERS

Referencing the Cambridge Life Competencies Framework and the Can Do Statements ensures that young 
learners come away from a lesson better-informed and equipped with new skills for managing themselves 
and interacting with the world around them. 

Role play

The following is an example of a role play activity that can be used to integrate the topic of personal 
responsibilities in society into an English class. Learners could be introduced to their roles through 
visual cues (brother or sister/son or daughter/classmate/friend/team member) and match these to the 
responsibilities of each role (the responsibility to share, be considerate of other’s feelings, be fair, respect 
others’ opinions, help the more vulnerable, follow rules, etc.). Learners could work in pairs or groups to 
role-play a situation, such as the following:

• A classmate at school or family member at home is not fulfilling their duties responsibly; 

• Learners imagine they are leaders of their country and brainstorm a list of the roles and responsibilities 
they would give to people in their country.  

Comparing Cultures

Another competency that affords learners opportunities for exploration and discussion is that of cultural 
awareness. A country that is a contrast to the learners’ own is a good starting point: for example, learners 
in Germany could focus on Bangladesh and vice versa. The lesson could begin with learners adding details 
to a map of the focus country (capital city, rivers, mountains, etc.) using online resources to help them. 
Learners then read a short text about a child of a similar age, entitled ‘A day in the life of…’ This can spark 
a number of creative activities such as: 

• Writing a diary entry from the point of view of that child which might include his/her thoughts, feelings 
and hopes for the future. 

• Learners work in groups to look at pictures which show different problems that the child faces in 
their everyday lives. Each group could discuss the problem (in their mother tongue if necessary) and 
prepare a short presentation for the rest of the class on how they would resolve it.

 Over to you…
1. Choose one of the example activities in this section and try it out with your class..

 - Following the activity, reflect on what worked well and what could be improved next time, 
particularly focusing on the extent to which learners were able to develop their skills related to 
Social Responsibilities.

2. Using your course book or other materials, choose a few activities you may be using or topics that you 
may be teaching in your classes in the next week or so. Consider how you could use these to build on 
your students’ Social Responsibilities skills.
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ADULT LEARNERS

Adult learners may be aware of a number of global issues but might simply be too busy with work, studies 
and/or family to give them the due consideration they deserve.  

Engaging with complex issues

At this stage of learning, learners are able to handle more complex issues (which may, nevertheless, have 
to be presented in linguistically appropriate terms, depending on the language level of the class) through 
different activities such as: 

• case studies • film and video clips • drama/role play • primary research tasks 

These could be used to explore causes, effects and potential solutions to global issues. The following 
example shows a classroom activity based on the topic of ‘ethical’ smartphones:

Classroom activity Tasks Practical actions

Watch a video clip about 
an ethical smartphone
or
Explore a website about an 
ethical smartphone (e.g. 
www.fairphone.com/en/)

• Comprehension questions
• True/False statements 
• Information transfer (fill in a grid 

with key details from the text)
• Vocabulary development
• Grammatical focus on recently 

learnt structures

• Write a formal email to a company 
asking questions about the ethical 
aspects of its supply chain.

• Create a campaign to raise 
awareness of the impact on 
developing countries of mining 
conflict minerals.

• Design a survey to find out how 
aware colleagues are about the 
sources of the goods they buy 
(e.g. fair trade coffee/tea).

Enabling adult learners to analyse the impact of their consumer behaviour on the global workplace allows 
them to explore their own or future companies’ capacity to affect communities and the environment while 
encouraging them to plan strategies for making their organisation more environmentally-friendly. 

 Over to you…
1. Choose one of the example activities in this section and try it out with your class..

 - Following the activity, reflect on what worked well and what could be improved next time, 
particularly focusing on the extent to which learners were able to develop their skills related to 
Social Responsibilities.

2. Using your course book or other materials, choose a few activities you may be using or topics that you 
may be teaching in your classes in the next week or so. Consider how you could use these to build on 
your students’ Social Responsibilities skills.

Nasser,
Student, Saudi Arabia
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What’s this? It’s a fl owerpot. What’s it 
made from?

It’s made from 
a boot.

1 2

    
3

CD2
  Listen and say the number.    3

     What do you reuse at home?    5
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bottle fl owerpot keyboard paper plastic bag

      Ask and answer.    4

bottles paper plastic bags

3

4

I reuse ... 
at home.

Reuse and recycle Trevor’s values

CLIL |  UNIT 2 138

1 Look at the title and picture and answer the questions.
1  When do you think this picture was taken?
2  Where are the people and what are they doing?
3  How do you think they feel?

2 Read and listen to the text. Check your answers to 
Exercise 1 question 2.2.14

HISTORY
3 Are the sentences T (true), F (false) or 

DS (doesn’t say)?
1 Most immigrants to the United 

States eventually returned to their 
country of birth. 

2  There wasn’t much room on board 
the ships. 

3  Poverty was a major reason for 
migration.

4  Irish immigrants felt hopeful about 
their future in the United States.

5  Immigrants from all over Europe 
moved for the same reasons as the 
Irish.

6  The immigrants made a positive 
contribution to American society.

4 Discuss other possible causes of 
migration throughout history and up 
to the present day.

5 Complete the definitions with the 
words in bold in the text.
1  … (n) the act of moving from one 

place to another
2  … (n) the floors of a ship
3  … (v) to make a home
4  … (v) to be filled with something so 

there is no room for anything else
5  … (adj) having a strong disagreeable 

smell (or taste)

Guess the correct answer.
How many people in the world live in a 
country different to the one they were 
born in?
a over 50 million b  over 150 million
c  over 250 million

Find another interesting fact about 
migration. Then write a question 
for your partner to answer.

Explore it!

2

STARTING AGAIN 
Between 1880 and 1910, 17 million Europeans made the 
decision to move to the United States and start a new life. 
Many of them never went back to their country of birth. This 
was part of what is known as the Great Atlantic Migration. 
It started in the 1840s and it is the largest migration in history.

For many people, it was 
the first time they had ever 
left their hometown. The 
two-week journey was very 
unpleasant, and on larger 
ships up to 2,000 people 
were crammed into the lower 
decks. It was dark, there 
was little fresh water, and 
the air was rancid. So why 
choose to go through such a 
difficult experience?

One major reason was hunger. For example, in Ireland in the 
1840s, people used to depend on potatoes for food. When 
the potato crop failed for three years in a row, there was not 
enough to eat and around one million people died. After this, 
half of the Irish population decided to move to the United 
States. They were nervous about the journey, but they looked 
forward to a better life.

Immigrants from all over Europe had their own story to 
tell. Although they had never experienced life in the United 
States before, they arrived ready to settle in a new culture. 
Immigrants helped build the United States into the country it 
is today. Like all migrations, the Great Atlantic Migration is 
the story of people making difficult decisions for the chance to 
start again.
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I am exceedingly well pleased at coming to this land of plenty. 

Letter from an Irish immigrant to The Times, London, 1850

PRIMARY
Kid’s Box American English 
Level 2 Student’s Book, page 
31, ISBN 9781316627013

SECONDARY
Collaborate Level 4 Student’s Book, 
page 138, ISBN 9788490366028

Core Area: Understanding personal responsibilities as 
part of a group and in society – including citizenship.

Core Area: Understanding and discussing global 
issues – environmental, political, financial and social.

Can Do Statement: Uses consumable materials wisely.

Can Do Statement: Is aware of different global issues  
(e.g. poverty, migration, global warming, human rights, 
and pandemic diseases).

Examples of Activities Practising SOCIAL 
RESPONSIBILITIES Competencies
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Evaluating effects
Using a cause-effect chain can help you to organize your thoughts before a speaking 
task. Use your cause-effect chain to evaluate the possible effects of events or decisions.

SK
IL

LS

4 Work in small groups. Discuss the cause-effect chain for the Arctic. EVALUATE

Temperatures rise.

Polar ice melts.

Sea levels rise.

Polar bears and 

other animals lose 

sea ice to hunt from. 

Arctic animals 

begin to disappear.

Local people lose 

food sources.

CRITICAL THINKING 95

ADULT
Prism Level 1 Listening and Speaking, 
page 95, ISBN 9781316620946

Core Area: Understanding and discussing global 
issues – environmental, political, financial and social.

Can Do Statement: Understands global 
environmental issues and potential solutions.

Laura and Olivia,
Language Research Team,  
Cambridge University Press
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