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P roverbs—bits of “folk wisdom” passed down from                    
one generation to others—are a part of every culture.               
There are several hundred traditional sayings that  

English speakers around the world are familiar with. Ninety 
(90) of the most common of these are listed in this book.   

The same proverbs appear in Speaking Card Decks 1 & 2—  90 
Traditional English-Language Proverbs. If you don’t have 
these two 90-card decks, you can produce your own materials 
for the “Games of Wisdom” by copying the first half of each 
proverb on one card (followed by dots . . . ) and the second 
half (beginning with dots . . . ) on another card of a different 
background color. Number only the first card of each 
sentence. Be sure to divide each saying at a logical point                    
for its sentence structure and meaning. Here are examples: 

 

Speaking Card Decks 1 & 2 
90 Traditional English-Language 

1 Half a loaf . . .  

2 Variety . . .  

3 Too many cooks . . 

4 Out of the frying pan, . . . 

. . . is better than none. 

. . . is the spice of life. 

. . . spoil the broth.  

. . . into the fire.  
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The “Wisdom” of Proverbs 
This reading selection is from the text of “Sample Speech 3A”                
from Part Three of Speaking: Oral Language Skills for Real-Life Communication.     
It’s an example of an “oral essay.” 

W e can read or hear proverbs, sayings, and quotes 
everywhere—on posters; in pamphlets, magazines, 
and books; online; in people’s speeches; and in 

everyday talk. There’s even a quotation on U.S. money (bills                 
and coins)—the phrase “In God We Trust.”   

 Every culture has its share of “folk wisdom” from                 
the past, and some of these ideas appear to be universal.                    
For example, here are some Mexican proverbs that seem                    
to correspond to sayings in the United States: 

 Proverbs are cultural treasures, 
handed down from and to generations.  
They seem to contain great wisdom about 
human nature. But are these “truisms” 
always true? Sometimes . . . maybe.  

 For example, it’s true (isn’t it?) that 
“Absence makes the heart grow fonder.”                  
I mean—if a loved one goes away, you miss 
him/her . . . don’t you? Although if you 
really weren’t suited for each other in the 
first place, absence might be—a relief?                 
You never know . . . I guess it depends . . .  

Do you agree with this 
bit of folk wisdom? 

 “He who is a parrot is green wherever he is.” (Doesn’t                   
that mean the same as “A leopard can’t change its spots?”) 

 “In the matter of pigs, everything is money; in the matter                   
of money, everyone is a pig.” (That sounds like “Money                   
is the root of all evil.”) 

 “To win a dispute is to gain a chicken and lose a cow.”  
(As we say in the U.S., “Win the battle but lose the war.”) 

 “An ant that is moving does more than an ox taking a nap.”  
(Is that like our proverb “Slow and steady wins the race?”) 
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 Or how about the folk wisdom that “Familiarity breeds 
contempt?” This well-known proverb is supposed to mean that 
detailed knowledge of a thing—or a person—makes us hate it  
(or him/her). But then . . . psychologists have done studies that 
show the opposite is true.  After seeing photos of strangers several 
times, participants in these experiments began saying they 
thought they would  like those people. And how about items in 
our homes—paintings or photos or objects that we see again               
and again, day after day? We grow to “love” those things,                
don’t we? And to miss them if they break or if we move to 
another place? Familiarity breeds contempt? Oh, well.     

 Some well-known proverbs seem to mean the opposite                   
of  other proverbs. For instance, how can it be true that “Birds                
of a feather flock together” (that is, that people make friends 
most easily with people of similar backgrounds or personalities) 
while—on the other hand—“Opposites attract?” And then 
there’s the saying “You can’t teach an old dog new tricks” 
versus the belief that “You’re never too old too learn.”                      
How can both “truisms” be true at the same time?   

 I guess people are most interested in sayings that they   
can quote in their own speech—especially if they’re funny.                   
How else can we explain the popularity of little gift books like 
The Wit and Wisdom  of Forrest Gump, Life’s Little Instruction Book, 
Live and Learn and Pass It On, and many others?  

 Here are some well-known “Gumpisms.”   

 “If you don’t know where you are going, you will probably  
not wind up there.” 

 “Do not make excuses—unless you have to.” 

 “If you’ve got to cry, do it by yourself—and be quick about 
it.” 

 “Most people don’t look dumb until they start talking.” 

 “Life is like a box of chocolates—you never know what  
you’re going to get.” 

Well...we can all agree with those modern proverbs. Can’t we? 
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 Children seem to know intuitively that some old proverbs 
are really nonsense—at least in their worlds in modern times.              
When some eleven-year-olds were asked to finish some very 
famous proverbs, here’s what they came up with: 

 Proverbs and other quotes are all around—even on car 
bumpers, coffee mugs, and T-shirts.  Every day, we can read   
that “The best man for the job is usually . . .  a woman,” 
“Whoever says money can’t buy happiness . . . doesn’t know 
where to shop,” “Experience is what you get when you didn’t 
get what you wanted,” and “It’s not whether you win or lose, 
it’s how you place the blame.” O.K., so these pieces of wisdom 
are a bit different from the time-honored originals, but after all:  

 “Don’t put all your eggs . . . in your pocket” (instead of     
“in one basket”). 

 “Don’t bite the hand . . . that has your allowance in it.”  
(The proverb used to end with the words “that feeds you.”) 

 “All is fair in love and . . . fighting with your brother.”  
(I guess that’s better than the old ending “war,” isn’t it?) 

 “If at first you don’t succeed, . . . blame it on the teacher.”  
(That must be easier than “try, try again.”)  

What do you think these well-known proverbs, sayings, or idioms mean? 

Don’t make   
a mountain 
out of a 
molehill.  

 “Here today, gone tomorrow.” 

 “Tomorrow never comes.” 

 “All’s well that ends well.” 

 “Last but not least...” 

 “And they all lived happily ever after.” 
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Speaking Card Decks 1 & 2—90 Traditional English-Language Proverbs 

Instructions for “Games of Wisdom” 
Speaking Card Decks 1 & 2 = 90 Traditional English-Language Proverbs—
were designed to teach not only common sense and culture but also oral 
language skills. These card decks (or comparable sets you create yourself) 
can be used for speaking/listening activities in speech courses, for oral 
skills practice in English or ESL (English as a Second Language), for 
small group interaction at meetings and other get-togethers, and for 
individual language learning. The illustrations on the card faces may or 
may not be helpful in language instruction and/or game play.  

The Beginning of each Proverb is on one card; its Ending, on another. 
Since a 180-card deck is too large for use in any one game or activity, 
cards have been divided into two: Proverbs 1-45 + Proverbs 46-90.   

If the cards of the two decks get mixed up, they can be easily separated 
according to the info and shaded patterns on their backs. The Beginnings 
of the Proverbs are numbered consecutively 1-90. Each Beginning is 
followed by three dots  (. . .). Each Ending is preceded by dots (. . .).  

All of the following games and activities can be played or conducted with 
any portion of either deck—as long as the chosen cards consist of 
matching pairs of Proverb Beginnings + Endings. Instructions are meant 
as suggestions only. If more creative or effective ways of using the cards 
occur to you, feel free to adapt them to your own situations and purposes. 
Write down your new ideas so that they can “evolve.”  And if you feel so 
inclined, communicate your creativity to Authors & Editors—or Work / 
LIfe English, at addresses on the covers of this Activity & Idea Book.  

G AME 1: Proverb Concentration 
This is a memory game. Adapt the size of the 
card set to the playing surface, the number of 
players, and the time available.  Probably, one  

set of 40 matching cards (20 proverbs) is best.  
 After shuffling the set, players spread out the cards 
face down on the desk or table—in any order. (The game 
becomes a little easier if the cards are neatly arranged in 
rows and columns, but they can also be placed randomly.) 
 Each player’s objective is to collect the largest 
number of cards by picking up matching pairs of cards—                  
the two halves of sayings. One player begins by turning over 
any two cards of different colors, face up.  
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 He or she reads the sentence parts aloud. If they’re a 
match (if they fit together to make a real proverb), that player 
reads the whole saying aloud, explains it, and takes the cards off 
the surface—to keep them as “points” to be totaled at the end of 
the game. He or she then turns over two more cards, reads them 
aloud, explains and keeps them if they belong together, and so 
on—as long as he/she continues to turn up pairs of matches.  

 If a player turns over two half-sentence cards that are not 
a match, after reading them aloud that person turns the cards 
face down again, leaving them in the same place on the desk or 
table. All other players “concentrate”—so they can remember     
the location of the cards that have not yet been matched.                     
Then during their turns—if they turn over a card with                             
a Proverb Beginning or Ending that matches a sentence part 
they’ve  already seen—they’re more likely to choose a matching 
card,  add a pair of cards to their “pile of points,” get another 
turn,  and accumulate completed proverbs quickly. 

 
 The game continues in this way until all the cards have 
been collected from the desk or table. The player with the largest 
number of full proverbs in his/her pile is the winner. Perhaps               
the winner should get a small prize or reward—or perhaps                    
he/she can conduct a “review session” in the group—on                      
the meanings of the proverbs in the card deck.  

 As a follow-up activity, players can try 
to write down the proverbs from the set that 
they remember. Cooperatively, can they recall 
all or most of the complete sayings?  

 These two cards match 
(belong together in one              

saying), so the player that 
turned them over keeps them 

and gets another turn.   

 These two cards don’t fit together 
in one saying, so the player that chose 

them turns them face down again. 
Now it’s the next player’s turn to try to 

make a match.   
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G AME 2: Snapping Up Proverbs 
Each group of players receives a set of about 40 
cards (20 different proverbs). One person shuffles 
the deck and deals out all the cards roughly evenly 

among the players. All players place their cards face down        
in a stack in front of them.   

 Simultaneously at the signal “Go,” each player turns 
over the top card of his/her stack and puts it on the table face 
up. If there are no matches (two sentence parts to join), 
everyone continue to turn cards face up at the same time onto 
the same piles. The first to see a match says “Proverb!” and 
reads aloud the full saying. If one of the cards is on that 
player’s own pile, he/she wins the turned-up cards under                    
that match. If neither is on his/her own pile, the player that 
called out first wins both stacks of turned-up cards. He or she  
puts the newly-won cards—together with his/her own face-up 
cards—at the bottom of his/her face-down stack on the table.  

 Play continues. Simultaneously, players turn over their 
top cards and place them face up on their stacks. Anyone that 
calls out a match in error forfeits (has to give up) his/her 
turned-up cards. Placed face up on the table, the forfeited stack 
becomes part of the game. Any player can win it by matching 
the top card with a card that someone has just turned over.  

 If two players claim a match at the same time, both                   
may return their turned-up cards to the bottom of their                         
face-down stacks. After a specified length of time, the game 
ends. Whoever has the most cards wins the competition.  

 Perhaps the winner should get a small prize or reward. 
Perhaps he/she can conduct a “review session” in the group—
on the meanings of the proverbs in the deck.  

 As with all games in this Activity & Idea Book, players 
can follow the same instructions with another set of cards—               
so they can learn another group of ten or more proverbs.  
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 If 5 people play, each player gets 8 cards to begin.                        
This player already has two complete Proverbs (matches). 

Can you find them? Can you tell the Endings (and the 
Beginnings) of the senother four cards?  

G AME 3: Fishing for Proverbs 
This game is for two to five players, after they’ve 
become somewhat familiar with proverbs. All the 
cards in a two-colored set of 40 (20 proverbs) are 

dealt out—so that each player has an approximately equal 
number of Proverb Beginnings and Proverb Endings. Players 
hold their cards in one hand, fan-shaped. Anyone with pairs                 
of matching cards (Beginnings + Endings that belong together) 
removes them from his/her hand, shows and explains them                  
to the group, and puts them face down on the table.  

 Then the game begins.  

 The player on the dealer’s left reads aloud the Beginning 
of any Proverb in his/her hand. If that person can also recall 
and tell the Ending of the proverb (reasonably correctly),          
he/she “wins” the ending card from the player who holds it.         
He or she places the pair face down on the playing surface     
and gets another turn to match cards. However, if someone   
that began a proverb can’t remember approximately how it 
ends, the player with the matching Ending “wins” the pair.   
Play passes to that player, who gets the chance to read                    
aloud a Proverb Beginning and recall and tell the Ending.  

  After all cards have been played 
and no one has any more,  the player 
with the largest number of complete 
sayings wins. The group reviews the 
proverbs together before going on to 
another game with another set of cards.   
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G AME 4: Talking About Anything: “Oral 
Essays” 
This large-group game is especially appropriate  
for a formal or an informal speech or other English 

language or culture course. An instructor or a group leader 
counts out a number of matching “divided proverb cards” 
equal  to the number of participants. Half will receive Proverb 
Beginnings. The others will get the matching Endings. As soon 
as each person receives a card, he/she reads it for meaning. 
As fast as possible, players find those with matching halves. 
They write the full proverbs on a board, numbered—perhaps 
with their names following in parentheses.  

 Partners in pairs discuss their proverb with each other. 
It might help to answer these questions about it:  
 What does the sentence mean? (What are some examples of 

situations to explain its meaning.)  

 In your experience, is the statement always, often, sometimes, 
seldom, or never true? How or why?  

 Do you know any sayings or quotes—from any culture—that                  
are similar in meaning to this one? If so, what are they?  

 Do you know any sayings or quotes with the opposite meaning? 
If so, what are they?  

In turn (in order of their numbers), pairs of speakers tell                        
the class or whole group about their proverb. They read it 
aloud, say what they think it means, and give a short but 
interesting cooperative “mini-speech” or “oral essay” about it. 
They encourage their listeners to react to their ideas.  

Our proverb is Number 39, “Birds of a feather 
flock together.” This means that people similar 
in background, age, culture, and all that stuff 

tend to get together—hang out, be friends, 
even get married, and all that.  

But I don’t think this is necessarily true.                      
For example, my friend here is not like me at 
all. Just look at the way we dress. But I still 

think he’s really cool, so . . . . 
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G AME 5: Creative Proverbs 
Perhaps this game is best played before the class 
or whole group become familiar with the most 
common traditional proverbs in English. Each 

group of four to ten players receives a different set of proverb 
cards. Only the Beginnings (the first halves of the sayings)                
are used in this game. Each player needs a pile of small blank 
papers or cards—all of the same size and shape—to write on.   

 After shuffling a deck of 20 or fewer Proverb Beginnings, 
a group leader reads aloud the half sentence on the first card.  
While allowing time for everyone else to make up and write 
down appropriate endings, the leader finds the real ending in 
the Answer Key at the end of this Activity & Idea Book, in the 
set of matching Proverb Endings, or online (by typing its 
beginning in a Search Box). He or she copies it down.   

 The leader collects all the cards or papers, including  
his/her own. After shuffling, he/she reads them aloud one by 
one. Listeners decide and tell which ending sounds the most 
authentic to them. After the the true ending is revealed, each 
player receives one point for a correct guess. Players also 
receive a point each time someone else chooses their ending 
(in error) as the actual one—because it sounded so real.  

 The group can also decide which of the creative endings 
sound the most profound or logical, the funniest, or the wisest. 
These can be read to the whole group after it reconvenes.  

 Of course, if most players already know the real endings 
to the proverbs, this game works for creative brainstorming. 
Participants work together to create “new” proverbs that                    
make more sense in today’s world than  the originals. In this 
version, one leader reads aloud each Proverb Beginning to                   
the whole group. Teams of players “brainstorm” to come up 
with good endings, the best of which they read to other groups. 

. . . if 
you 
say it.  

. . . in 
a soft 
voice.  

. . . than 
done.  

. . . in my 
language 

rather than 
English 

Which is the 
authentic 

(real, original) 
ending to this 

saying? 
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P roverb Worksheets / Quizzes: 
Paraphrases & Situations 

Following are six pages that can be used as Worksheets 
or Quizzes to check mastery of  the ninety proverbs presented in 
Speaking Card Decks 1 & 2: 90 Traditional English -Language 
Proverbs. Answer Keys follow, including a list of the 90 sayings.   

The purchaser of this booklet and these Card Decks has 
permission to duplicate these pages—and the Answer Key list—
for personal and educational uses. 

These worksheets or quizzes contain paraphrases—restatements 
of the proverb meanings in other words. Here are suggestions for 
ways to make use of the pages:  
 Learners not yet familiar with the 90 common traditional 

proverbs can match the paraphrases and sample situations 
with the proverbs from the Card Decks—or the list at the end 
of this Activity & Idea Book. They write the number of  the 
original proverb after each numbered item. They may check 
their matches with the Answer Key that follows.  

 Learners can have copies of these worksheets in front of them 
while playing Game 4 (“Oral Essays”). As players find their 
partners and write their numbered proverbs on the 
chalkboard, they can match the original sayings with their 
paraphrases and copy the proverbs on their worksheets.  

 Learners that believe they have mastered the proverbs can 
test their  knowledge  by writing them after the paraphrases 
or situations without looking at the originals. Then they can 
check the accuracy of their memory with the Proverb List.  

 In the style of the Worksheets, learners can think of and write 
their own paraphrases or descriptions of situations in which 
proverbs from the list would be appropriate. They can 
exchange their self-created “quizzes” with other individuals 
or teams, who try to find or recall the matching proverbs.  

 Alternatively, this activity can be conducted orally: each 
participant or team tries  to “stump” or impress other players 
or teams with their paraphrases or situation clues.  
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CARD DECK 1: PROVERBS 1-45 (PARAPHRASES) 
1. People who ask first get what they want before others 

do. (SAMPLE ANSWER: Proverb 7: First come, first served.) 

2. We’re emotionally attached to places we live or grew up in.  

3. Change makes life interesting. Without differences, life has 
less “flavor.” 

4. It’s better to have a little of something than nothing at all. 

5. Don’t hurt the people that provide for you. 

6. Offspring have the same characteristics as their parents. 

7. If you really want something, you’ll find a way to get it. 

8. Without paying, you can’t be selective about what you get. 

9. A true friend helps out someone that really needs it. 

10. If you do something too quickly, it will not turn out well. 

11. In some situations, a third person just gets in the way. 

12. Looks are superficial. They don’t indicate inner qualities. 

13. Lead your own life, and let others do the same.  

P roverb Worksheets / Quiz: 
Paraphrases  

INSTRUCTIONS: Match the restatements with the original 
sayings. Write the proverb numbers or the proverbs 

themselves.  
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14. If you call someone names, aren’t you just like that person?   

15. If a lot of people try to work together on the same thing, the 
outcome will be of low quality. 

16. If you get to know something or someone too well, you will 
dislike that thing or person. 

17. If something applies to you, recognize and accept it. 

18. Don’t criticize someone if you are guilty of the same thing.  

19. From a bad situation to an even worse one.  

20. It’s impossible to both consume and keep the same thing. If 
you give something away or use it up, you no longer have it.  

21. Hurt and pain tend to decrease as time passes. 

22. A thing or person that comes last is not less important than 
those that came earlier.  

23. Don’t procrastinate. If there’s time, do it now! 

24. Even if you arrive late, it’s better than not coming at all. 

25. What you have today may soon disappear. 

26. Enjoy yourself while you can. The “climate” may soon 
change. 

27. If an issue has been settled, leave it alone. Don’t bring up 
subjects of controversy if you don’t have to. 

28. Very nosy people get into trouble. 

29. Fulfill two purposes with the same action. 

30. To achieve a goal before others, get an early start. 
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31. He sounds worse than he actually behaves. 

32. What you already have is worth more than what you’d like to 
have. 

33. Some people are too old to change. They can’t learn new 
behaviors. 

34. People of similar backgrounds, personalities, and characters 
tend to get together. 

35. Don’t rejoice about what you may get. Wait until you actually 
have it.  

36. When the people in charge are gone, those they supervise 
will enjoy themselves. 

37. You can try to get someone to do something, but you can’t 
force that person to do it. 

38. Don’t blow things out of proportion. Keep small matters 
small. 

39. If you put things off until tomorrow, you may never get a 
chance to do them—because it is always “today.” 

40. If we view it with our own eyes, it must be real—but only 
then. 

41. Don’t reject a whole thing or idea just because you can’t 
accept a part of it.  

42. What we do shows character more than what we say. 

43. If someone is gone, we forget about that person. 

44. Either follow through on your words or stop talking about it. 

45. It’s easier to talk about doing something than to do it.  
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CARD DECK 2: PROVERBS 46-90 (PARAPHRASES) 
46. A fancy exterior doesn’t indicate real value.  

47. One bad person influences (ruins) the people he or she 
associates with.  

48. Unhappy people want someone to complain to. They like 
it when others have misfortune too. 

49. Good thinking requires collaboration.  

50. People that don’t stay in one place avoid consequences.   

51. If something bad happens, people avoid similar 
situations. Bad experiences produce fear. 

52. If something has gone wrong, it’s useless to complain or 
feel bad about it.  

53. It’s easier to do something with others’ help. Good work 
or thinking requires collaboration.  

54. Passing through the head without reaching the brain. 

55. He takes advantage of people. If you give him a little, he’ll 
try to get a lot more. 

56. Safety first—don’t take chances that you’ll be sorry for.              

57. It’s all the same. Both choices are equal. 

58. If something is essential, we find a way to do or get it. 

59. The person that “gets the last laugh” is the real winner. 

60. Don’t put all your hopes on one thing or person. You 
need more to rely on. 
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61. If someone goes away, we miss that person—even if we 
didn’t like that person so much before.   

62. It is more fun with more people. 

63. Money is scarce. You can’t just get some whenever you 
please. 

64. Don’t do things out of order. Put first things first. 

65. Saving money has the same result as making it.  

65. The most important things in life don’t cost money.  

66. Who has the most to lose when they fail? The most 
important or most successful people.  

67. Don’t take action in anger that will hurt you more than 
others.  

68. Bad things happen because people are greedy for money.  

69. If we get something easily, we may lose it just as easily. 

70. If we don’t do what is necessary, we won’t survive.  

71. If your opposition doesn’t produce results, join the other 
side. 

72. If you do something often, you’ll  become an expert at it.  

73. You’re absolutely—and exactly—correct. 

74. If the outcome is good, the methods don’t matter. 

75. Serve the buyer. Don’t argue. Give him what he wants. 

76. Even if someone wrongs you, it isn’t justified to do 
something bad in return. 

77. Do what you have to before you relax and enjoy yourself.  
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ANSWER KEY: Proverb Worksheets / Quiz: Paraphrases (pages 14-19) 
CARD DECK 1: PROVERBS 1-20: 1.(7) 2.(8) 3.(2) 4.(1) 5.(5) 6.(11) 7.(18) 8.(20) 9.(12)10.(17) 
11.(16) 12.(19) 13.(14) 14.(15) 15.(3) 16.(13) 17.(10) 18.(9) 19.(4) 20.(6)  
CARD DECK 1: PROVERBS 21-45: 21.(22) 22.(27) 23.(23) 24.(25) 25.(26) 26.(28) 27.(31) 28.(33) 
29.(37) 30.(36) 31.(30) 32.(38) 33.(32) 34.(39) 35.(40) 36.(34) 37.(35) 38.(29) 39.(24) 40.(44) 41.
(21) 42.(42) 43.(45) 44.(43) 45.(41)  
CARD DECK 2: PROVERBS 46-70: (51) 47.(53) 48.(57) 49.(47) 50.(50) 51.(58) 52.(55) 53.(47) 54.
(60) 55.(49) 56.(56) 57.(48) 58.(46) 59.(59) 60.(52) 61.(54) 62.(68) 63.(63) 64.(62) 65.(66) 66.
(69) 67.(61) 68.(64) 69.(67) 70.(70)  
Card Deck 2: Proverbs 71-90: 71.(71) 72.(72) 73.(77) 74.(79) 75.(76) 76.(78) 77.(75) 78.(73) 
79.(74) 80.(80) 81.(81) 82.(82) 83.(81) 84.(86) 85.(88) 86.(89) 87.(90) 88.(85) 89.(83) 90.(84)  

78. Prepare for things before they go wrong. It’s more difficult 
to fix something than to do things right in the first place. 

79. If you don’t take risks, you’ll never win.  

80. There is strength in unity and weakness in division. 

81. If we don’t hear anything bad, we’ll assume it’s all right. 

82. Don’t use outer appearance to judge value. 

83. If you want to keep friends, don’t overstay your welcome.  

84. Think well before you decide to marry. Otherwise, you may 
suffer long and hard. 

85. Even people living close to one another need their 
“space”—a clear separation.  

86. When one bad thing happens, many other mishaps are 
likely to follow.  

87. If you’re impatient for something to happen, it won’t—or it 
will seem like forever while you’re waiting. 

88. It seems like others have more or better things than you 
do. 

89. Do what you advise others to do. Don’t be a hypocrite. 

90. If there’s an indication of wrongdoing, there’s really  
something wrong. 
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L EARNER-CREATED ACTIVITIES: Proverb 
Situations 

INSTRUCTIONS: One of the most effective, efficient ways to master any 
material is to create exercises or “quiz questions” for others to answer.     
For traditional proverbs, it helps to think of and present situations in 
which the sayings are appropriate. Here are suggested steps for doing so: 
 Individually, participants choose a specified number of sayings     

(perhaps five to ten) to devise situations for. On separate paper,                       
they write descriptions of these circumstances without including the 
proverbs themselves or their numbers. (These can be listed on the                  
back of the page or on another piece of paper.) Here are examples:  

 

 Participants trade “quiz papers.” They try to find answers to their 
partners’ items. If necessary, they help them revise their situational 
descriptions so that the proverb answers become more obvious. 

 In small groups (teams), participants compile a list of a specified 
number of the best (most appropriate) descriptions.   

 The class or large group reconvenes. In turn, the spokesperson for each 
team reads aloud one item from that group’s “Proverb Situation” list. 
The first of the other groups to find and tell the appropriate proverb 
gets a point. If a team stumps all the other groups with a description—if 
no one can figure out an appropriate answer, that team loses one point.  

 After an agreed-upon time limit, the team with the highest number of 
points is the winner of the “Proverb Situation Game.”  

1. Don’t criticize 

or embarrass 

your boss.   
She pays    
your salary.  

ANSWER KEY 

1. Don’t bite the hand that feeds you. (Proverb 5) 
2. People who live in glass houses shouldn’t throw stones. 

(Proverb 9)  
3. Lke father, like son. (Proverb 11)  

3. My best friend’s dad               
is a high achiever and    
so is he. They even have 
the same business 
interests.  

2. People shouldn’t 
accuse others of 
dishonesty if 
they’ve cheated or 
lied themselves.  
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1. Which sayings from Card Decks 1 & 2 or the Proverb List are 
similar in meaning to other sentences? Why do you think so? 

2. Which proverbs are approximately the opposite in meaning of 
other sayings? What do you base your opinion on? 

3. Which sayings are similar in meaning to folk wisdom from 
another culture? If necessary, translate proverbs from their 
original language before trying to explain them to the group. 

4. Which traditional proverbs from another culture are 
approximately opposite in meaning to sayings from the Card 
Decks or List? (Translate them first.) Why do you think so? 

5. In your view or experience, which traditional English-
language proverbs are just as true today as they were                    
when they came into being? Give examples to support                    
your choices. 

6. In your view or experience, which sayings are no longer 
applicable to modern life? Support your views with 
“evidence.” 

INSTRUCTIONS: Here are some questions designed to increase 
learners’ understanding and mastery of the ninety (90) traditional 
proverbs listed in this booklet—and other folk sayings. They can be 
answered in various ways: 

 On a piece of paper, participants write the answers to each 
question by recalling or copying the appropriate sayings from the 
list. Most of the answers are a matter of opinion or personal 
experience, so there are no “absolutely correct” responses.  
Therefore, to learn from this activity, participants should discuss 
their answers in small groups. They can practice “critical 
thinking” and “persuasive speech” by hearing and giving 
supporting “evidence” (reasons) for various views.  

 Learners can work together in small groups—to discuss their 
answers and the supporting reasons for them. After trying to   
agree on the most convincing responses, they present their 
opinions to the class or whole group.  

Q UESTIONS ABOUT PROVERBS: Discussing 
Wisdom to “Mastery” 
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ANSWER KEY LIST:                            
90 Traditional English-Language Proverbs  

Here are the ninety (90) well-known, traditional English-language 
proverbs included in Speaking Card Decks 1 & 2. The list can be 
reproduced for use as an Answer Key.  

1. Half a loaf is better than none. 
2. Variety is the spice of life. 
3. Too many cooks spoil the 

broth. 
4. Out of the frying pan into the 

fire. 
5. Don’t bite the hand that feeds 

you. 
6. You can’t have your cake and 

eat it too. 
7. First come, first served. 
8. Home is where the heart is. 
9. People who live in glass houses 

shouldn’t throw stones. 
10. If the shoe fits, wear it. 
11. Like father, like son. 
12. A friend in need is a friend 

indeed. 
13. Familiarity breeds contempt. 
14. Live and let live. 
15. It takes one to know one. 
16. Two’s company, three’s a 

crowd. 
17. Haste makes waste. 
18. Where there’s a will, there’s a 

way. 
19. Beauty is only skin deep. 
20. Beggars can’t be choosers.  
21.  Don’t throw the baby out with 

the bathwater. 
22. Time heals all wounds. 
23. Never put off tomorrow         

what you can do today.   

24. Tomorrow never comes. 
25. Better late than never. 
26. Here today, gone tomorrow. 
27. Last but not least. 
28. Make hay while the sun 

shines. 
29. Don’t make a mountain out of 

a molehill. 
30. His bark is worse than his bite. 
31.  Let sleeping dogs lie. 
32. You can’t teach an old dog 

new tricks. 
33. Curiosity killed the cat. 
34. When the cat’s away, the 

mice will play. 
35. You can lead a horse to 

water, but you can’t make 
him drink. 

36. The early bird catches the 
worm. 

37. Kill two birds with one stone. 
38. A bird in the hand is worth 

two in the bush. 
39. Birds of a feather flock 

together. 
40. Don’t count your chickens 

before they hatched.   
41. Easier said than done. 

42. Actions speak louder than 
words. 

43. Put up or shut up. 

44. Seeing is believing. 

45. Out of sight, out of mind. 
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46. Necessity is the mother of 
invention. 

47. Two heads are better than 
one. 

48. Six of one and half dozen of 
another. 

49. Give an inch and they’ll                 
take a mile. 

50. A rolling stone gathers no 
moss. 

51. All that glitters is not gold. 

52. Don’t put all your eggs in 
one basket. 

53. One rotten apple spoils 
the barrel. 

54. Absence makes the 
heart grow fonder. 

55. It’s no use crying over 
spilled milk. 

56. Better safe than sorry. 

57. Misery loves company. 
58. Once bitten, twice shy. 

59. He who laughs last, laughs 
best. 

60. In one ear and out the other. 

61. Don’t cut off your nose to 
spite your face. 

62. Don’t put the cart before the 
horse. 

63. Money doesn’t grow on trees. 

64. Money is the root of all evil. 

65. A penny saved is a penny 
earned. 

66. The best things in life are 
free. 

67. Easy come, easy go. 

68. The more, the merrier. 

69. The bigger they come, the 
harder they fall. 

70. Sink or swim. 

71. If you can’t beat ‘em, join 
‘em. 

72. Practice makes perfect. 

73. An ounce of prevention is 
worth a pound of cure. 

74. Nothing ventured, nothing 
gained. 

75. Business before pleasure. 

76. The customer is always right. 

77. You hit the nail on the head. 

78. Two wrongs don’t make a 
right. 

79. The ends justify the means. 

80. United we stand, divided we 
fall. 

81. No news is good news.  

82. Don’t judge a book by its 
cover. 

83. Practice what you preach. 

84. Where there’s smoke, there’s 
fire. 

85. The grass is always greener 
on the the other side of the 
fence. 

86. Marry in haste, repent at 
leisure.  

87. Short visits make long 
friendships. 

88. Good fences make good 
neighbors. 

89. When it rains, it pours. 

90. A watched pot never boils. 
 



 

Can be used with or without the text:            
Speaking: Oral Language Skills for Real-Life Communication,         

Part 3: “Talking About Anything.”  
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