
 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
Proverbial Wisdom? 

 

A proverb is “a brief popular saying that gives advice about how people should live or that 
expresses a belief that is generally thought to be true” (merriam-webster.com). One 
example is Where there’s smoke there’s fire. According to Chip Heath and Dan Heath in Made 
to Stick: Why Some Ideas Survive and Others Die (Random House, 2007), there are versions 
of this expression in 55 languages. 
 
The term proverb, which literally means “for words,” is fitting because it concentrates an 
idea into a few words. Over the centuries, proverbs have been linked to wisdom. The New 
King James Version of The Bible, for example, states that “Proverbs provide detailed 
instructions for people to deal successfully with the practical affairs of everyday life—how 
to relate to parents, children, neighbors, and government.” 
 
Proverbs are actually a type of idiomatic expression. (More information and instructional 
ideas for idioms can be found in the Viva Vocabulary! post, “Idio(ma)tic Expressions: Go 
Figure!”) One way that proverbs differ from other idioms is that they typically express a 
complete thought in the form of a declarative or imperative sentence.   
 
Unlike a lot of idioms, the literal meaning of a proverb may also make 
sense (e.g., The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. A rolling stone gathers 
no moss. When it rains, it pours.), although that meaning may be limited 
and context bound. Incidentally, When it rains, it pours, is also the slogan 
of Morton Salt and refers to its free-flowing table salt (mortonsalt.com/ 

heritage-era/littlegirl-grew-upto-icon/). 

 
Like other idioms, the figurative meaning of a proverb, which is much greater than the 
meaning of the individual words put together, can be applied to a variety of situations. 
“This is the real point of the proverb. For example, Don’t cry over spilled milk. means Don’t 
get upset over something that has already occurred. It’s too late to worry about it now; just 
get on with your life.” (learnersdictionary.com/qa/what-s-the-difference-between-idioms-and-

proverbs) 
 
Other proverbs include: Clothes do not make the man. Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. 
Every dog has his day. A fool and his money are soon parted. Handsome is a handsome does. 

Each edition of “Viva Vocabulary!” focuses on 
different word genres. The goal is to help students 
(re)discover the joy of language and the expressive 
power of vocabulary. 
 

Lois Huffman is an adjunct faculty member at NC State 
University and a consultant with the Center for Applied 
Linguistics. She enjoys facilitating professional learning 
on language and literacy-related topics for schools and 
local councils. Contact her at loishuffman@gmail.com. 
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http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/proverb
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Haste makes waste. Make hay while the sun shines. One of these days is none of these days. 
You are what you eat. Lists of many other English proverbs and their meanings can be 
found at phrasemix.com/collections/the-50-most-important-english-proverbs, 
proverbhunter.com, and phrases.org.uk/meanings/ proverbs.html. The latter two sites also 
offer information about the possible origins of many of the proverbs.  
 
Another resource is A Dictionary of American Proverbs edited by Wolfgang Mieder, Stewart 
A. Kingsbury, and Kelsie B. Harder (Oxford University Press, 1996). Author Gretchen Rubin, 
who loves proverbs, recommends Thomas Fuller’s Gnomologia, Adagies and Proverbs, Wise 
Sentences and Witty Sayings, Ancient and Modern, Foreign and British (Kessinger Publishing, 
2003). As its name suggests, the book of Proverbs in The Bible is filled with advice about 
leading a happy, moral life. 
 
Teaching Ideas: 
1. Check out the lesson plan titled Proverbs: An Introduction at Readwritethink.org. This 

lesson addresses Common Core State Standards and offers many handouts, links, and 
ideas for extension activities and projects.  
 

2. Ask students to work together to make a list of expressions                                                                        
commonly used by Americans. Give students examples to get them                                                                 
started: butterflies in my stomach, Get out of town! and Don’t change                                                        
horses midstream. Then explain what a proverb is (see above) and                                                                                                                                    
have students identify which of the sayings are proverbs. In the                                                     
previous list, Don’t change horses midstream. is a proverb. It conveys the idea that you 
shouldn’t make a major change in a task or project that’s already underway. As noted 
earlier, a proverb is a special kind of idiom. (Thanks, Dotti and Betty!) Paremiology is 
the study of proverbs (english-for-students.com/paremiology.html). 

 
3. Let students know that according to education technology consultant Tony Vincent, a 

proverb “makes something abstract concrete,” thus making it easier to recall. In his 
Making Media that Sticks webinar, Vincent mentions Ben Franklin’s observation, Guests, 
like fish, begin to smell after three days. plus the proverb, The early bird catches the 
worm. Some other advice from Franklin’s Poor Richard’s Almanac: He that lies down with 
dogs shall rise up with fleas. Plough deep while sluggards sleep and you shall have corn to 
sell and to keep. One today is worth two tomorrows. Invite students to discuss what these 
proverbs mean and how they might make abstract notions easier to understand and 
remember. 

 
4. Remind the class that speakers of English often just say a portion of                                                                                 

a proverb (e.g., All’s fair…. An apple a day…. A fool and his money….                                                                                         
If at first you don’t succeed, …. If the shoe fits,…. If it ain’t broke,….  No                                                                    
good deed…. No news…. Once bitten,…. When the going gets tough,….                                                                            
Where there’s a will,….). (Adapted from en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverb) The 
assumption is that the listener can fill in the missing words and comprehend what is 
being communicated. 

 

 

 

http://www.phrasemix.com/collections/the-50-most-important-english-proverbs
http://proverbhunter.com/
http://www.phrases.org.uk/meanings/proverbs.html
http://gretchenrubin.com/happiness_project/2016/05/take-care-shoe-foot/
http://amzn.to/24EPtL5
http://amzn.to/24EPtL5
http://www.readwritethink.org/classroom-resources/lesson-plans/proverbs-introduction-184.html
http://www.english-for-students.com/paremiology.html
http://www.instantpresenter.com/WebConference/RecordingDefault.aspx?c_psrid=EB57DF848449
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverb
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If desired, share a few examples from television that illustrate this phenomenon: 
 

TV Show Context Proverb 

Criminal Minds A retired FBI agent asks the current Behavioral Analysis Unit 
team leader, “You don’t worry about too many cooks?” 
Viewers must be aware of the rest of proverb: “spoil the 
broth” and realize that the former agent wonders if 
profiling will be hampered by having too many agents (i.e., 
a team rather than one agent).  
 

Too many cooks 
spoil the broth. 

White Collar A diamond thief tells his fence not to trust a fellow thief. 
Her reply: “Glass houses, Mr. Cook.” Without saying it 
directly, the fence is telling the man that he shouldn’t 
criticize someone who has the same faults as he does. 
 

People who live in 
glass houses 
should not throw 
stones. 
 

Madam 
Secretary 

Presidential Chief of Staff Russell Jackson states, “Sterling is 
not there yet.” When asked why, Jackson responds, “You 
can lead a horse to water.” There is no discussion of what 
he means. It is clear that those he’s speaking with 
understand the implication: “You can present someone 
with an opportunity, but you cannot force him to take 
advantage of it.” (thefreedictionary.com) 
 

You can lead a 
horse to water, 
but you cannot 
make him drink. 

 

Then bring students’ attention to the problems that incomplete proverbs are likely to 
pose for young children or anyone with limited knowledge of English. Also, brainstorm 
what can be done to ensure that these individuals understand what the speaker or 
writer means. For instance, a person might need to explain the proverb or rephrase 
what she or he has said if the listener’s facial expression or behavior suggests confusion. 

 
5. Have students match portions of proverbs, as illustrated below (Adapted from 

Blachowicz and Fisher, 2010). 
 

Beginnings Endings 

1) A bird in hand 

2) Don’t count your chickens 

3) Don’t look a gift horse  

4) Good fences 

5) Two heads 

a. are better than one. 

b. before they hatch. 

c. in the mouth. 

d. is worth two in the bush. 

e. make good neighbors. 

                         Key: 1 - d; 2 - b; 3 - c; 4 - e; 5 - a 
 

Select proverbs that your students can relate to. Also discuss the                                                      
meaning of each saying and students’ experiences that may be                                                            
relevant in illustrating the meaning. For example, Don’t count your                                                 
chickens before they hatch. means that “Your plans might not work                                                             

 

http://idioms.thefreedictionary.com/You+can+lead+a+horse+to+water,+you+can't+make+drink
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out, so don't start thinking about what you'll do after you succeed. Wait until you've 
already succeeded, and then you can think about what to do next.” (mrswarner 
arlington.weebly.com/proverbs.html)  
 

Students who brag about how well they did on an assignment or a test before it has 
been graded may be counting their chickens before they hatch. Teens or adults who talk 
about how they are going to spend their earnings before they get a job and have 
received their first paycheck are likewise counting their chickens before they hatch.  
 

To help learners understand the connection between these situations and the proverb’s 
literal meaning, explain that a number of things might keep a chick from emerging at 
hatching time. To name a few: The egg might not have been fertilized. Or it might 
accidentally have been broken during incubation. Still another possibility is that 
bacteria got into the egg and prevented embryonic development. 
 

6. Discuss apparently contradictory proverbs, such as the following. (Adapted from 
Baggini, 2010)  

 
 

Absence makes the heart grow fonder. vs. Out of sight, out of mind. 
 

Birds of a feather flock together. vs. Opposites attract. 
 

He who hesitates is lost. vs. All things come to those who wait. 
 

Good things come in small packages. vs. The bigger, the better. 
 

Silence is golden. vs. The squeaky wheel gets the grease. 
 

  

Julian Baggini claims that “Every proverb has an equal and opposite proverb." Lists of 
contradictory proverbs are at beebo.org/smackerels/contradictory-proverbs.html, 
psychologytoday.com/blog/the-human-beast/201202/proverbs-contradict-each-other, 
and 1mpages.com/contradictoryproverbs.html.  
 

Encourage students to find other pairs of proverbs that provide opposite perspectives 
and consider situations in which each is true. Also talk about why such contradictory 
ideas might arise and what the value of the proverbs is to a society. (e.g., Balance is 
often desirable. Context is important when giving advice. Generalizations can be 
misleading and possibly dangerous.).  
 
During the discussion, also share the following quotation attributed to Nobel Prize-
winning physicist, Niels Bohr: “There are trivial truths and the great truths. The 
opposite of a trivial truth is plainly false. The opposite of a great truth is also true.” 
(brainyquote.com) Have the class consider how this might apply to proverbs that 
contradict each other. 
 

7. Ask students to draw or find images to illustrate the impact of ignoring or following a 
proverb. For example, to illustrate Look before you leap, a student might use a photo 

http://mrswarnerarlington.weebly.com/proverbs.html
http://mrswarnerarlington.weebly.com/proverbs.html
http://beebo.org/smackerels/contradictory-proverbs.html
http://www.psychologytoday.com/blog/the-human-beast/201202/proverbs-contradict-each-other
http://www.1mpages.com/contradictoryproverbs.html
https://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/authors/n/niels_bohr.html
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from online that shows a person jumping off a cliff. Students could also display photos, 
drawings, or cartoons they have made to represent proverbs and invite their classmates 
to guess which proverb is illustrated and then explain the meaning of the proverb. (e.g., 
a picture that shows a piece of glowing metal resting on an anvil = Strike while the iron 
is hot. = Take immediate advantage of an opportunity.) 
 

8. Have students gather proverbs that relate to a particular topic (e.g., animals, friendship, 
health, leadership, love, success, work). See examples of proverbs about money at 
tiphero.com/tips_4233_9-popular-money=proverbs-what-can-we-learn-from-
them.html. Students should analyze the folk wisdom expressed in each adage. Do they 
agree or disagree? What experiences from their lives or the lives of others confirm or 
refute the advice? Ask students to draw some conclusions based on their serious 
consideration of the sayings. 
 

9. Project a list of well-known English proverbs on the interactive white board. Ask 
students to form dyads and randomly assign a proverb to each pair. Give students 10-
15 minutes to discuss their proverb and then plan and practice a short dramatization to 
show its meaning. Challenge the class to guess which of the proverbs listed is being 
presented. (Adapted from Maley and Duff, 2005) Model what to do using one or more of 
following: 

 

 Don’t put all your eggs in one basket. 

 The early bird catches the worm. 

 In unity, there is strength. 

 Many hands make light work. 

 No man is an island. 

 One man’s trash is another man’s treasure. 

 Two heads are better than one. 

 
10. Let older students know that “almost every [nation and] culture has examples of its 

own unique proverbs.” (en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverb) Here are some: 
 

PROVERB CULTURE / COUNTRY 

Do not judge your neighbor until you 
walk two moons in his moccasins. 
 

Cheyenne 
(indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2015/07/08/11-
quotes-or-proverbs-native-americans-wisdom-160998) 
 

Tell me and I forget, show me and I 
may remember, involve me and I learn. 
 

China 
(quora.com/Where-and-when-did-Benjamin-Franklin-
say-Tell-me-and-I-forget-teach-me-and-I-may-
remember-involve-me-and-I-learn) 
 

A leader who does not take advice is 
not a leader. 
 

Kenya 
(afritorial.com/the-best-72-african-wise-proverbs/) 
 

All time spent being angry is time lost 
being happy. 

Mexico 
(mexicoguru.com/mexican-proverbs-english.php) 

 

http://www.tiphero.com/tips_4233_9-popular-money=proverbs-what-can-we-learn-from-them.html
http://www.tiphero.com/tips_4233_9-popular-money=proverbs-what-can-we-learn-from-them.html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Proverb
http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2015/07/08/11-quotes-or-proverbs-native-americans-wisdom-160998
http://indiancountrytodaymedianetwork.com/2015/07/08/11-quotes-or-proverbs-native-americans-wisdom-160998
https://www.quora.com/Where-and-when-did-Benjamin-Franklin-say-Tell-me-and-I-forget-teach-me-and-I-may-remember-involve-me-and-I-learn
https://www.quora.com/Where-and-when-did-Benjamin-Franklin-say-Tell-me-and-I-forget-teach-me-and-I-may-remember-involve-me-and-I-learn
https://www.quora.com/Where-and-when-did-Benjamin-Franklin-say-Tell-me-and-I-forget-teach-me-and-I-may-remember-involve-me-and-I-learn
http://afritorial.com/the-best-72-african-wise-proverbs/
http://www.mexicoguru.com/mexican-proverbs-english.php
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The sun will shine in our yard, too. 
 

Russia 
(Book of Common and Uncommon Proverbs by Clifford 
Sawhney, Pustak Mahal, 2008)  
 

 

To learn about proverbs from around the world, encourage students to talk with 
community members who grew up in other countries. Students might also check out 
the proverb collections at cogweb.ucla.edu/Discourse/Proverbs/. Set up a wiki using 
Wikispaces or PBWorks or create a designated website on Weebly or Wix where 
students can report their findings. Also ask students to discuss why proverbs seem to 
develop in all cultures and how the proverbs might reflect the specific country or 
culture or origin. 
 

11. Have students focus on proverbs that contain antonyms, such as Soft words win hard 
hearts. Good beginnings make good endings. Better alone than in ill company. As you 
sow so shall you reap. All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. and Actions speak 
louder than words. Talk about real-world events and behaviors that illustrate these 
sayings.  
 

(For more instructional ideas on exploring antonyms, check out the Viva Vocabulary! 
articles, “Opposites Attract Students” and “Just Following Up: Lots of Additions” Part 
One) 
 

12. Ask students to interview senior citizens and other respected individuals in the 
community to learn what their favorite proverbs are and how the proverbs may have 
influenced their lives. For example, author Gretchen Rubin has stated that one of her 
favorite proverbs is Go slow to go fast. (Facebook, 2016) She has found that focusing on 
one task rather than trying to multitask makes her more mindful and productive.  

 
Follow this with a discussion about the enduring appeal and use of proverbs. Why 
might proverbs be passed from one generation to the next? Do proverbs reflect the 
values of a group? Require students to give examples to support their opinions and 
insights.  
 

13. Invite your learners to select a proverb that is especially meaningful to them. Each 
person should then construct a sign displaying the proverb. Students can use their 
favorite media: paint, fabric, needlework, pen and ink, computer graphic design, etc. 
Show examples of class posters, old-fashioned samplers, and other graphics to inspire 
creativity. Post the student-made signs (accompanied by an explanation of the proverb) 
around the school. (In some schools, students have printed their favorite proverb on a t-
shirt. The back of the shirt gives helpful details about the proverb.)  
 

Model what to do by using a proverb that is important to you. For                                                                    
example, when I was growing up, my mother frequently reminded                                                                         
me that A stitch in time saves nine. because I had a tendency to put                                                                   
off doing my chores. Of course, when I finally got around to a task, it                                                                              

ά! ǎtitch in time 
ǎŀǾŜǎ ƴƛƴŜΦέ 

 

 
 

http://cogweb.ucla.edu/Discourse/Proverbs/
http://www.wikispaces.com/content/classroom
https://www.pbworks.com/education.html
https://www.weebly.com/
http://www.wix.com/
http://www.ncreading.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/09/opposites-attract-students.pdf
http://www.ncreading.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/additions-part-I.pdf
http://www.ncreading.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/additions-part-I.pdf
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often took longer than it would have if I’d done it sooner (e.g., Food scraps that dried on 
pots and pans required more time and effort to scrub off.). 

 
14. Invite interested students to investigate the differences and similarities between a 

proverb, adage, aphorism, apothegm, axiom, epigram, maxim, motto, quotation, saw, 
saying, and truism. What is the definition of each? Is there overlap among the terms? 
Encourage students to provide examples of each for clarification and then create an 
infographic to illustrate what they learn about the terms. Easy-to-use online tools for  
making infographics include Easel.ly, Picktochart, and Infogr.am. 

 

(More information on synonyms can be found in the Viva Vocabulary! articles, 
“Synonym Power,” and Part One of “Just Following Up: Lots of Additions.” 
 

15. Share excerpts from Julian Baggini’s book, Should You Judge This Book by Its Cover? 100 
Fresh Takes on Familiar Sayings and Quotations (Counterpoint, 2010). Mr. Baggini 
points out that some proverbs are inaccurate (e.g., Beauty is in the eye of the beholder. 
Lightning never strikes the same place twice. What does not kill you, makes you stronger.). 
Have students look for other proverbs that are misleading at best or patently false at 
worst, and then explain what is inaccurate about them. 
 

16. Encourage students to look for proverb mashups, that is, statements                                                                   
that erroneously combine portions of proverbs. At first glance, these                              
mashups may seem like wise sayings, but on closer inspection, it’s                                   
clear they make no sense (e.g., A penny saved is worth two in the bush.                                   
Don't cross the road if you can't get out of the kitchen. Every cloud                                                             
is thicker than water.)  

 

Ask students to identify the two proverbs that have been fused and speculate how the 
confusion may have come about. To ensure that students recognize and correctly 
remember each individual proverb, take time to analyze the meaning of each.  Also 
have students consider people’s perceptions of a speaker or writer who garbles 
proverbs in this way (e.g., unintelligent, foolish, uneducated, poor facility with English).  

 
17. Bring up the anti-proverb (a.k.a. fractured proverb, perverb, twisted proverb), which 

“is the transformation of a standard proverb for humorous effect.” (wikipedia.com) An 
example is “Virtue is its own punishment.” (Virtue is its own reward.) More examples 
and information can be found in the blog post, “Antiproverbs – Say What?”  Anti-
proverbs are commonly used in advertising and on t-shirts. People who are familiar 
with the original proverb are likely to appreciate the humor or clever use of words 
(wikipedia.com). 
 

Let the class know that fractured proverbs can also result when someone only knows 
part of a proverb. On occasion children are asked to complete proverbs that are 
unfamiliar to them. Their candid, often telling, responses are sometimes circulated via 
email or posted online (veggieboards.com/forum/16-veggie-patch/34963-fractured-
proverbs.html), where they are enjoyed by older students and adults who are aware of 
the actual proverbs.  

 

https://www.easel.ly/create
https://piktochart.com/
https://infogr.am/
http://www.ncreading.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/vivavocabulary-synonym-power.pdf
http://www.ncreading.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/09/additions-part-l.pdf
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-proverb
https://thenounproject.com/search/?q=taco&i=203073
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-proverb
http://www.veggieboards.com/forum/16-veggie-patch/34963-fractured-proverbs.html
http://www.veggieboards.com/forum/16-veggie-patch/34963-fractured-proverbs.html
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18. Make the Reader’s Digest article, “12 Classic, Wise Proverbs, Updated Through the Eyes 

of a Cynical Writer” by humorist Teddy Wayne available to interested older students. 
The writer has fun with some well-known proverbs. Students might enjoy emulating 
Wayne’s commentary by using different proverbs that connect to their lives.  
 

19. Share school-appropriate contemporary proverbs from the article, “Are These 11 
Proverbs for the Digital Age?” or The Dictionary of Modern Proverbs (Yale University 
Press, 2012). Examples include:  

 

 Close doesn’t count except in horseshoes. 

 No matter how you slice it, it’s still baloney. 

 You are not your disease. 

 You can’t unring a bell. 

 Your ego is not your amigo. 
 

As a class, talk about the meaning, accuracy and value of these modern adages. 
Encourage students to predict which, if any, of these are likely to endure and to also 
give reasons for their predictions.   

 

More examples of proverbs for our times are at ecphorizer.com/EPS/sitepage. 
php?issue =23&page=271 and cheezburger.com/7704058880. Students 
might also enjoy selected entries from The Book of Updated Proverbs by Louis A. Safian 
(Schuman, 1967). (Please be aware that some of the humor may be too mature or 
inappropriate for young people. In addition, a number of the “updates” are now dated.) 
 

Challenge able learners to develop their own modern proverbs or rewrite proverbs so 
they are more appealing to young people. Here are examples: 

 

Proverb Modern Version 

Home is where the heart is. 
 

Home is where your WI-FI connects automatically. 

Practice makes perfect. 
 

Gotta be practicin’ to get to laxin’.* 
 

The enemy of my enemy is my friend. I root for any team that plays   (my team’s archrival)    . 
 

The pen is mightier than the sword. The tweet is mightier than the sword. 
 

A watched pot never boils. A watched status never gets liked. 
 

*Thanks to the students of Mia Small at West Cary Middle School for submitting their teenspeak versions 
of this proverb. It was DIFFICULT to choose just one to include here. (The other examples are from the 
sites listed above.) 

 
20. Encourage students to notice Internet memes and other words of advice that have their 

origins in proverbs. Here is an example I recently saw on Pinterest: “Do not wait to 
strike ‘til the iron is hot; but make it hot by striking.” -William B. Sprague  It is based on 
the proverb, Strike while the iron is hot. 
 

% 
 

http://www.rd.com/funny-stuff/wise-proverbs/
http://www.rd.com/funny-stuff/wise-proverbs/
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/16/are-these-11-proverbs-for-the-digital-age
http://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2015/apr/16/are-these-11-proverbs-for-the-digital-age
http://www.ecphorizer.com/EPS/site_page.php?issue=23&page=271
http://www.ecphorizer.com/EPS/site_page.php?issue=23&page=271
http://cheezburger.com/7704058880
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Discuss how the altered version differs from the proverb and what it communicates 
instead of or in addition to the original expression. For instance, Sprague’s advice 
suggests that a person must create his or her own opportunities by setting things in 
motion.  

 
Image Credits: 
 Fruit tree created by Eugene Obrik from thenounproject.com/search/?q=apple+tree&i=315005 
 Horse created by Gilad Fried from thenounproject.com/search/?q=horse&i=11572 
 Sneaker created by Simon Child from thenounproject.com/search/?q=shoe&i=38030 
 Hen created by To Uyen from thenounproject.com/search/?q=hen&i=245379 
 Drama masks created by Max Hancock from thenounproject.com/search/?q=drama%20 masks&i=3769 
 Sewing machine created by Walle Chan from thenounproject.com/search/?q=sewing+machine& 

i=412144 
 Penny created by James Keuning from thenounproject.com/search/?q=penny&i=11577 

 
This post, “Proverbial Wisdom?” appeared first on ncreading.org/. Republishing this entire article or any part 
of it is a violation of copyright law. © 2016 All rights reserved. 
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