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Teachers’ Notes 
 

Curriculum subject: English Literature and Drama 

Key Stage: 4 

Author / Text: J B Priestley, An Inspector Calls  

Theme: Social responsibility 

Rationale 

These activities offer students the opportunity to examine the theme of social 

responsibility (being responsible in a way that contributes to the greater good of 

society) through a range of class activities and autonomous tasks. By exploring 

and visualising J B Priestley’s history through photographs and other material, 

students will start to uncover his position on society. Students will use the 

medium of drama to present their interpretation of the characters’ views on 

social responsibility. They will also reflect on what the word ‘responsibility’ 

means for them as individuals and explore how this links to the concept of 

‘social responsibility’, evaluating how responsible we are within society today, 

and whether this play influences the choices we make. 

Content 
Literary and historical sources from the site: 

 Photograph of J B Priestley as Lance Corporal (1915) 

 Photograph of J B Priestley at his typewriter (1944) 

 Letter from J B Priestley from the trenches (1916) 

 Programme note by J B  Priestley about An Inspector Calls (1972) 

Recommended reading (short articles): 
 An introduction to An Inspector Calls by Chris Power 
 An Inspector Calls and J B Priestley’s political journey by Alison Cullingford 

 
External links: 

 BBC Bitesize: Further information on the theme of social responsibility in An Inspector 
Calls 

 ‘An Inspector Calls is just as relevant today as it was in 1912 says Ken Stott’ (Radio 
Times, 2015) 

 
 

http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-J-B-Priestley-as-a-Lance-Corporal-1915
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-J-B-Priestley-at-his-typewriter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Letter-from-J-B-Priestley-from-the-trenches-1916
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Programme-note-by-J-B-Priestley-about-An-Inspector-Calls
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/An-introduction-to-An-Inspector-Calls
http://www.bl.uk/20th-century-literature/An-Inspector-Calls-and-J-B-Priestleys-political-journey
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/zpf3gk7/revision/2
http://www.bbc.co.uk/education/guides/zpf3gk7/revision/2
http://www.radiotimes.com/news/2015-09-13/an-inspector-calls-is-just-as-relevant-today-as-it-was-in-1912-says-ken-stott
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Key questions 

 What does ‘responsibility’ mean for us in the modern world?   

 How were the ideas of social responsibility different in J B Priestley’s day?  

 Are the characters in An Inspector Calls convinced that social responsibility is necessary? 

 Does the play encourage audiences to become more socially responsible?  

 What are the connections between individual responsibility and social responsibility? 

 

Activities 
 
Explore the word ‘responsibility’. What does it mean for us in the modern world?   

1) Display the word ‘responsibility’ to the students. You could use a ‘graffiti wall’ (a large 
piece of paper fixed to the wall) and ask the students to come up and record their 
immediate understanding of the word, then explore this further by focusing on 3 key 
questions:  

 Who is responsible for what within today’s society?  
 Who tells us to be responsible?  
 When should we be responsible? Why? 

 

Analyse the phrase ‘social responsibility’. What does it mean for us in the modern world?   

2) Contrast this with early 20th-century notions of social responsibility. In groups ask 

students who they think would hold responsibility within society in 1912. To assist with 

the discussion, you could use the following key questions: 

 Was there a notion of social inequality in the early 20th century? 

 Do you think the state protected the people’s welfare in the early 20th century? Did 

it provide public services such as housing, education and healthcare? Who was 

responsible for these?  

 

3) Focus on the final speech made by the Inspector in Act 3. Ask students to explore the 

literary devices used to communicate the theme of social responsibility. For example: 

 Short sentences to convey a sense of frustration. Is this the voice of Priestley? 

 The regular use of the plural pronoun ‘we’ to emphasise Priestley’s vision of a 

society for all. 

 The repetition of ‘millions’ to highlight the sheer number of people in society and 

hence the importance of looking after each other. 

 The use of the metaphor (we are) ‘members of one body’ to further enhance the 

idea of a collective responsibility.  

 A list of nouns, ‘…fire and blood and anguish’, to warn about the consequences of 

a selfish society.  

 

4) Now link this to the context of An Inspector Calls. Show the Photograph of J B Priestley 

as Lance Corporal and the Letter from J B  Priestley from the trenches. Priestley 

volunteered and signed up to the British Army, serving in the Duke of Wellington’s 

(West Riding Regiment). He saw it as his responsibility to respond to the campaign to 

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-J-B-Priestley-as-a-Lance-Corporal-1915
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-J-B-Priestley-as-a-Lance-Corporal-1915
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Letter-from-J-B-Priestley-from-the-trenches-1916
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recruit soldiers. He went along to enlist at a young age. During his time on the front 

line, Priestley was dramatically buried alive from a trench explosion, and gassed. 

 

In groups, students look at the image of Priestley in 1915 together with his letter from 

the trenches and explore the following key questions:  

 

 Why did Priestley volunteer for the army? 

 What responsibilities would Priestley have had whilst serving in the army?  

 Do you think the Inspector, in his Act 3 speech, is a representation of Lance 

Corporal Priestley? Why?  

 Look at the photograph of J B Priestley at his typewriter and the programme note 

by J B Priestley about An Inspector Calls. What message do you think Priestley was 

trying to communicate through the Inspector’s final speech in relation to social 

responsibility? 

 Writer John Braine said, ‘The human being, John Boynton Priestley, was killed 

during the 1914 War. He was born again as a writer. He wasn’t a man who wrote: 

he was – and is – all writer, as no one else before or since’ (John Braine, J B Priestley 

(London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1978), p. 18). What do you think this means?  

 War changed J B Priestley forever and being on the front line made him more 

aware of social inequalities. What connections are there between Priestley as a 

writer and Priestley as a soldier? How would you compare and contrast his 

responsibilities in the two different roles?  

 

5) Class discussion: How has looking at these sources supported your understanding of the 

play and its historical context?  

Are the characters convinced that social responsibility is necessary within their society? 

6) In groups of four, one student will play the character of the Inspector and the others 

will play Arthur Birling, Sheila Birling and Eric.  

 Students create a freeze frame image of the characters in this final speech. Think 

about positioning and formation: Who is standing where and why? How does this 

communicate the characters’ respective roles, responsibilities and relationships with 

others?  

 The actor playing the Inspector reads the line, ‘we are members of one body. We 

are responsible for each other.’ The other actors playing the remaining three key 

characters then produce a thought aloud (an improvised piece of speech, created by 

the actor, showing their character’s perspective), in response to the inspector’s 

statement. The actors are still in their freeze frame image, so they’re not allowed to 

move.  

 Perform images to each other.  

 Students could now bring this image to life for 20 seconds using vocal expression 

and movement to portray their character. Ask the students to think about their role, 

their character’s responsibility and relationship with other characters. 

 Perform 20 second scenes to each other.  

http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Photograph-of-J-B-Priestley-at-his-typewriter
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Programme-note-by-J-B-Priestley-about-An-Inspector-Calls
http://www.bl.uk/collection-items/Programme-note-by-J-B-Priestley-about-An-Inspector-Calls
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 End the 20 second scene with another freeze frame image. With this image, ask the 

students to add either a piece of narration or caption (a title or single statement) 

which explains to the audience what each character thinks about social 

responsibility. For example, the narration could start with ‘Mr Birling here believes 

that every man has to look after himself…’  

 Perform entire piece.  

 

Extension activities 
 

Is An Inspector Calls an inspirational 20th-century drama which is as relevant today as it was 

when it was set, in 1912? 

 In small groups, ask students to discuss a time when they showed a sense of individual 

responsibility. Some examples could be: 

- Admitting when they did something wrong. 

- Helping a friend in need, standing up to a bully or helping them through a hard 

time. 

- Working with their family to overcome something. 

- Stopping to assist a member of society who needs help. 

 Ask the students to think of a time when maybe they didn’t take responsibility. Why 

didn’t they? What could they have done differently?  

 Now ask students to share their findings in a whole class discussion. What effect do 

their personal actions have on society as a whole? What are the differences between 

individual and social responsibility and how are the two connected?  

 

 Look at the Radio Times article, ‘An Inspector Calls is just as relevant today as it was in 

1912 says Ken Stott’. Ask students to do the following: 

- Read through the article independently.  

- Highlight all the reasons An Inspector Calls is still relevant today. What 

examples does Ken Stott give?  

- Share findings with a partner.  

- In pairs, research or discuss other issues or examples that support Ken Stott’s 

idea that the play’s theme is still relevant today and share with the class. As 

students are sharing, write this on the board or graffiti wall, creating a bank of 

ideas. 

http://www.radiotimes.com/news/2015-09-13/an-inspector-calls-is-just-as-relevant-today-as-it-was-in-1912-says-ken-stott
http://www.radiotimes.com/news/2015-09-13/an-inspector-calls-is-just-as-relevant-today-as-it-was-in-1912-says-ken-stott

