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T he Point of One-Liners 
(Proverbs & Quotes)  
Some sentence captions under pictures                   
are one-liners. This means they come to                 

the point in few words.  Many proverbs and quotations 
(quotes) are one-liners too.  
Proverbs are old sayings. These pieces of “folk wisdom” 
from the past are short, usually only one phrase or 
sentence. For this reason, people remember them.                     
They repeat the sayings. They use them in their own speech 
and writing. Proverbs become part of the culture. 
Quotations are more recent pieces of wisdom. Sometimes 
famous people say or write something very interesting, funny, or memorable.  
Others remember their words. Some people repeat these one-liners or put 
them into print. Then the words become well-known. They become “famous 
quotations.” Famous quotes become modern proverbs, sayings, aphorisms, 
maxims, mottos, adages, witticisms, metaphors, slogans, maxims, idioms, etc.  
If they have the necessary cultural information, listeners and readers will                    
get the point of one-liners right away. For this reason, short captions and  
proverbs and quotes are useful reading material. Even with few words, they 
give people valuable information and ideas or thoughts.  
Here are some well-known words with pictures. Which are old “folk wisdom,”  
proverbs, aphorisms, or other kinds of “general truths?” Which are more 
recent quotes? How do you know? What do you think these famous words mean? 

 2 

Don’t count your 
chickens before 
they’re hatched.  

“What’s in a name? That which                   
we call a rose by any other name 

would smell as sweet.”   

Put your 
money 

where your    
mouth is.   

by William Shakespeare  
Act 2, Scene 2, Romeo and Juliet 

1 3 4 
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READING 
ABOUT      

READING: 

Why have 
proverbs 

lasted so long? 

Proverbs come from 
the past. People  

repeat these one-line 
pieces of wisdom 
again and again.    
They hand down 
these sayings or 
morals from one 

generation to others.   

Proverbs are short 
general statements of 

“truth.” Of course,      
no one catch phrase 

fits every situation                
or experience.                  

But the words of 
every saying are true 

some of the time.                   
For these reasons, 

proverbs stay around. 
People continue to 
say and write them 

for various purposes.  

How do English 
speakers today make 

use of the well-known 
“truths” of proverbs? 
They include mottos,  

adages, aphorisms, 
and quotes in every-

day talk. They use 
folk wisdom to make 

a point. They put 
witticisms into 

conversation                               
and advertising.                    

To make old 
“truisms” relevant, 
they change them 

into modern phrases 
and sentences                        

of their own.  

 

TRADITIONAL PROVERBS Possible Interpretations 
1. Actions speak louder     

than words.  

a. Be careful, or you might                   
have regrets later. It’s                       
better to “play it safe.”  

2. All’s well that                           
ends well.                            

b. Don’t judge people by                              
their outer appearance. 

3. Beauty is only                       
skin deep. 

c. Are you in need? Then                  
accept any offers you get. 
Don’t be picky or choosy.  

4. Beggars can’t                       
be choosers. 

d. Are you behind (late) in                       
something? Do or finish it, 
anyway.  

5. Better late                            
than never. 

e. The result is what’s most 
important—if the situation                
turns out well in the end.  

6. Better safe                            
than sorry. 

f.  Judge people on what they                   
do (their actions), not on                  
what they say (their words). 

Most Frequent 
English-Language 
Proverbs 
Here are some of the simplest, best-known old 
(traditional) sayings from English-speaking cultures. 
1. What do you think each ONE-LINER1-20 means? You may 

choose from the explanations in the second column. 
Write the letters a-t in the empty boxes. (Two sample 
answers are given. You can check your others on                   
page 27 of the WTP? Answer Key at the end of this book.) 

2. Try to explain the point of each traditional proverb                     
in your own words. You can give examples from your 
own experience to illustrate the meaning. 

Listen for old proverbs. Look for old sayings in your 
reading. Try to remember them. Perhaps you can use 
them now and then in your own speaking and writing.  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 3-A 

Match the one-liners with their possible meanings. Write the letters a-f in the boxes. 

e 

f 
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1. Actions speak louder than words.  
a.  When deeds speak, words are nothing.  ( African) 

b.  Talk doesn’t cook rice. (Chinese) 

c.  Never be sorry for a good action. (Danish)  

d. Words are just bubbles of water.                                    
Actions are drops of gold. (Tibetan) 

In each box, three one-liners have meaning similar to or consistent with that                    
of the first proverb. Circle their letters a, b, c, and/or d.  Explain how they are                 

comparable—and how or why the other line doesn’t belong in the group.       

READING 
ABOUT      

READING: 

Are 
proverbs 

the same in all 
languages and 

cultures? 

The words are rarely 
identical—especially  

metaphors in 
translation. But the 

point of the wisdom 
is often similar.                   

For example, the 
following lines from 
different languages 

and cultures all have 
the same meaning.   

 Don’t count your 
chickens before 
they’re hatched. 

(English) 

 Don’t sell your 
bearskin before 

catching the bear. 
(Many cultures) 

 Don’t give away the 
deer until it is 

caught. (Persian) 

 Don’t cry herrings 
until they are in                  
the net. (Dutch) 

 Don’t praise                     
the day before the 
evening. (German)  

The wisdom of this 
very old adage even 

appeared in some 
ancient cultures: 

 Don’t rejoice                  
over what hasn’t                 

yet happened.  
(Egyptian). 

 The kid is not                    
yet born. (Greek) 

International 
Proverbs 

Here are groups of proverbs from 
different languages. (Their culural origins follow 
in parentheses.) All the lines in each BOX 1-9 are 
about the same subject.  Even so, they don’t all make                   
the same points. 
1. The “meaning” of three of the one-liners in each box                       

is similar to that of the first saying. Circle their letters     
a, b, c, and/or d. (A few answers are given.) 

2. Explain the point or message of the three one-liners                   
in each box that are comparable. (You can include 
examples from your own experience or knowledge.)    
Then compare your answers with the possible 
interpretations of meaning on WTP? Answer Key page 28.  

3. Interpret the meaning of the one different proverb.                  
Tell why or how it differs from the others. Check with                   
the possible explanation in the Answer Key.  

Have you heard other traditional English-language folk 
wisdom? Do you know proverbs or sayings from other 
languages and cultures? Tell them to others. Perhaps   
you can write them. Then you can discuss how they are 
similar to one another or the sayings in this section.                   
And you can tell how they are different.  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 3-B 
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Truths with the 
Same or Opposite 

Meanings 
Many proverbs, sayings, aphorisms, maxims, 
and other one-liners have the same general meaning. 
Even so, for every “universal truth,” there is at least one 
adage with an opposite meaning. How is that possible? 
“Wise” one-liners can be opposites because life is 
contradictory. What’s true in one situation might not 
apply to another. In fact, the opposite might be true.  
On the next pages are some pairs of proverbs.   
1. Do the two sentences in each pair send similar 

messages? Then put the “equals” symbol ( = ) in                   
the box between them. Or do the lines make opposite 
points? Then put the “does not equal” sign ( ) in                    
the box. (A few answers are given; you can check                        
the others with the WTP? Answer Key on page 29.) 

2. For the pairs of sayings with similar meanings, try                 
to think of contradictory proverbs. For the pairs of 
opposites, think of sayings with similar meanings                
to one or both sentences. Tell others, or write them                  
on a board. Explain Or interpret their meanings.              
Compare them to lines that are similar or opposite.   

3. For each pair of comparable sayings, answer these 
questions: Do you agree with the “wisdom” of                        
the one-liners? Why or why not? 

4. For each pair of contradictory sayings, answer these 
questions: Which sentence seems more realistic                  
to you? Which line fits more situations in real life?     
Why do you think so?  

5. On pages 29 and 30 of the Answer Key are possible  
explanations of the one-line sayings in Exercise 3-C.                              
On pages 30 and 31, there are more proverbs and quotes 
with similar or opposite meanings. You can compare 
your own answers with that information.   

The point of a line  
comes from how                 
the words are put 
together. Sometimes, 
one or a few words 
can reverse its 
meaning. Here’s a 
paired example: 

 Absence makes   
the heart grow 
fonder. (Fonder 
means “closer;  
more loving.”)  

 Absence makes   
the heart go yonder. 
(Yonder means 
“somewhere else, 
far away.”) 

Other times, the 
order of words in                   
a sentence makes                 
a difference in its 
message. Consider 
the “truth” of this  
maxim or aphorism: 

 Actions speak 
louder than words. 

These lines with 
exactly or almost                 
the same words    
make an opposite 
point and ask a 
question: 

 Words speak    
louder than actions. 

 Which speak 
louder: actions                 
or words?  

READING 
ABOUT      
READING:    

How can 
sayings 
with identical words 
have very different 
meanings? 

A
m
m

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 3-C 
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11. Hunger is a good cook.                    
English 

 If you’re hungry enough, you 
can eat dry bread.      Yiddish 

12. No such thing as a bad 
mother.  Yiddish   

 A busy mother makes                          
a lazy daughter.          Scottish 

13. Reason has no age.
African  

 There’s no fool like an old 
fool.                               American 

14. If you can’t beat                            
them, join them. English 

 The hand you can’t bite, kiss. 
 African 

15. A rest on the road                       
doesn’t end the trip.  African 

 If at first you don’t succeed, 
try, try again.                   

16. Even a dressed-up 
broomstick is handsome. 

Yiddish 

 Even a packhorse driver 
looks good in fine clothes.  

 Japanese 

17. A snake follows the ways                
of serpents.  Japanese 

 A leopard can’t change its 
spots.                         

18. Quit while you’re                        
ahead.  

 A quitter never wins and                   
a winner never quits.     

19. Silence is golden.  
English 

 Whoever is silent, agrees. 
 German 

20. There’s no time like the 
present.   English 

 There’s always tomorrow.  
 English 

Write = in the box between the sayings with similar meanings. Put  between  the lines of the proverbs that 
seem contradictory. ( The word after  = indicates the language or cultural origin of that one-liner. )      

Here are a few single-panel cartoons with humor based on well-known proverbs. Can you explain them? 

= 



















1 

4 5 10 

19 

English 

English 

English 
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Creative Wisdom 
When people use proverbs in their 
own speech and writing, the words 
may be adapted. Sometimes, even the 
“wisdom” changes. Many new quotations 
grow out of old sayings, mottos, adages, or witticisms.   
1. Following are 16 beginnings to some old well-known 

English-language proverbs (popular sayings).  Can 
you tell their original endings? (Check your guesses.) 

2. Think of your own ways to complete each one-liner.    
(A few suggestions are given. The cartoons might    
give you ideas.) Your completions can be serious or 
funny. They can make sense or be illogical. They can 
express your beliefs—or the opposite of your views. 

3. For each line, list as many good endings as possible. 
Together, work on each ITEM 1-16 for a few minutes. 

4. In class or a group, read aloud your creative sayings. 
Listen to other people’s sentences. Write the best 
“original proverbs” on a board. Perhaps they will 
become new and famous quotations.  

5. O pages 31-33 of the WTP? Answer Key, there are other 
people’s variations on these proverbs. Is your   
creative wisdom more useful? Why or why not? 

1. Actions speak . . .  
. . . louder than words. (original ending) 
. . . when words have no power. 
. . . with a megaphone. 
. . .  

2. Beauty is . . . 
. . . only skin deep. (original ending) 
. . . in the eye of the beholder.                   
(original ending) 
. . . not a chicken for the soup pot.  
. . .  

Why are proverbs 
popular? One                   

reason is their length. 
Sayings are usually 

short, so people 
remember them easily. 

Another reason is 
their sound.  They 

have a nice, simple 
“rhythm.” A third is 

their structure.                        
The arrangements   
and forms of their 
phrasing are easy                    

to understand.  

Here are several  
common “catch-
phrase sentence 
structures,” with 

examples: 

“Something is 
something.”  

 A penny saved is                    
a penny earned.  

 Silence is golden.  

 Life is short.  

“Something and 
something.” 

 Live and learn. 

 Live and let live. 

 Divide and conquer. 

“Don’t do something.” 
 Don’t put all your 
eggs in one basket. 

 Don’t put the cart 
before the horse. 

 Don’t rock the boat.  

READING 
ABOUT      

READING:  

What are 
the most common 
proverb sentence 

forms?  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 3-D 

Complete these SENTENCE BEGINNINGS 1-2 in the best ways possible. 
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QUOTATION  Who First Created the Quote?  
1. “What’s in a name?   

That which we call a              
rose by any other name                  
would smell as sweet.” 

                            

2. “Better to remain silent 
and be thought a fool than 

to speak out and                  
remove all doubt.” 

   

a. Abraham Lincoln, President of                  
the U.S. during the Civil War     
(the 1860s). The great debater                 
and writer was criticizing 
meaningless, wasteful talk.  

b. William Shakespeare, 17th century 
English writer, in the play Romeo 
and Juliet. The quote refers to    
the last names of the feuding 
families in the story.   

b 

a 

 

The “Wisdom”                    
of Quotations 

There are quotations everywhere.                   
We can hear them in speeches, the media, and 
conversations. We can read quotes in books, 
magazines, or newspapers—and on computer screens.   
Who first said the quotes? Some of the speakers are 
dead. Their quotations are part of history. But many are 
still living. Some are famous from the news. Some are 
(social) media personalities. Others are ordinary people.  
1. Following are some well-known QUOTATIONS 1-12. Read 

each line on the left. Answer these questions about it.  
  Is the line serious or funny? Why do you think so? 
  What do the words and sentences mean?  
  In what situations might you be able to use the quote?  

2. Where did the quotes come from? For each line, make       
a general guess—politics, the media (TV, movies, online), 
advertising, or what? Why do you think so?  

3. In the middle are pictures for the information on the   
right, which tells who, what, and when. To match them  
with the lines, write the letters a-n in the empty boxes. 
The correct answers are on page 34 of the Answer Key.  

Do you know other famous quotations? Tell them to 
others. Perhaps you can display them on a board.                 
Then you can talk about their meaning and importance.    

READING 
ABOUT      
READING:   

How are 
quotations 
different from 
other one-liners?  

Most traditional old 
proverbs came from 
“folk wisdom” of 
past generations. 
There may be more 
than one version                        
of each “truth” and 
somewhat different 
words, especially 
when they are in 
different languages. 

In contrast, many 
famous quotations 
came from history,  
literature, or the 
media. Some are 
ancient; others are 
more recent or 
current. Originally, 
only one person 
created each quote.    
If it is between 
“quotation marks,” 
it’s supposed to be 
the exact words of 
the original speaker 
or writer. The name 
of that person may 
follow. Sometimes,  
dates (of the quote 
or his/her birth and 
death) are included. 

For definitions of or 
distinctions among 
kinds of one-liners, 
see the site http://
www.smart-words. 
org/quotes-sayings/
aphorism-proverb-
idiom-saying-
pun.html.  

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 3-E 
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READING 
ABOUT 
READING: 
How can 
quotes from 
“ordinary” people                 
be important?  

Well-known quotations 
by famous people 
come from history and 
other areas. They’re 
part of cultural literacy. 
But quotes from the 
speech and writing of 
“regular” people can 
be important too.                  
They can make us 
laugh. They can get us 
to think and give us 
ideas. And they can 
help us create.  

We don’t learn only 
from other people’s 
quotes, of course.                   
We also gain from  
what we ourselves    
say or write when we 
are thinking (or not).    
Paying attention to our 
own words helps us  
understand ourselves 
and others—and to 
communicate better.           
In that spirit, here are    
a few quotations:   

 “Quotations express 
your life experience.”  
(Jay Doll) 

 “You can die but               
the words you speak 
or spoke will live 
forever.” (Auliq Ice) 

 “A quotation speaks 
with authority.”  

(Brendan Behan)  

 “In quoting others,  
we cite ourselves.”  

(Julio Cortázar) 

May I Quote You? 
Interesting or valuable information or 
knowledge doesn’t come only from 
famous people. “Ordinary folks” say                 
or write important or useful or funny 
things, too. We can all listen or look for 
these ideas. We can learn from them. 
We can tell our ideas to other people and/or write them.                
If the phrases or sentences are short, others might 
remember and use our quotations. One way to create 
“helpful sayings” is to answer “thoughtful queries.”  
1. Following are BOXES 1, 2, 3. Each box has a “thinking 

question” in it. After each inquiry are some possible 
responses in quote form. Tell your thoughts and opinions 
about these quotations. 
A. Which answers are serious, sincere, or even “deep”?   

Which are witty or fun?  Why do you think so? 
B. Which reply is the best? Which is the second best?    

Which make no logical sense? Why do you think so? 
C. Which remarks are memorable quotes? How can you                        

use them in your own everyday life or work? 
2. For each question, think of some good responses                                  

of your own. For about five minutes, jot down or                 
make notes on your reactions, thoughts, and ideas.  

3. Work in groups. For each question, the first person                   
tells one of his/her responses. The second repeats                            
the first answer. That speaker says another idea.                 
The third person repeats the second answer. Then                             
he/she tells another idea. Continue for a few minutes.                   
Next, talk about everyone’s ideas.  Answer the three 
groups of questions from Step 1. 

Make up some “thinking questions” of your own.                   
Some possible topics for these queries are love,                  
family, age, money, success, work, humor, learning                 
about life, advice, experience, wisdom, and many more. 
Follow Steps 2 and 3 for these questions.   

 

INSTRUCTIONS for 

EXERCISE 3-F 

Comment on the “wisdom” of the quotations in BOXES 1-3 on the next page. Then 
create, exchange, discuss, improve, and make good use of quotations of your own.          
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Enlightened Thoughts about Life 
2. What is life like? Why do you think so? 

a. “Life is like a rubber band. The harder you go 
forward, the harder you snap back.” (said by Forrest                    
Gump, the main character in the 1994 movie of the same name) 

b. “Life is truly a ride. We’re all strapped in and nobody 
can stop it.” (by Jerry Seinfeld, star of the 1990s sitcom of his name)  

c. “Life is a foreign language. It’s difficult to pronounce, 
and you’ll never learn all the words.” 

d. “Life is like an ear of corn. You have to peel it to                    
get to the juicy parts. But then it sticks in your teeth.” 

Wisdom from Your Younger Years  

1. What important truth did you learn long ago?  

a. “Don’t go upstairs empty-handed.” (My mother, 1970s) 

b. “Start each day with a smile. Then you’ll have it over 

with.” (From my father, a door-to-door salesman) 

c. “Everything comes to people who wait—if they work 

while they wait.”  (My parents, who had their own business) 

d. “Build your own character.” (My favorite teacher’s advice) 

Tom Hanks as “Forrest 
Gump” in the 1994 movie 

Jerry Seinfeld doing 
stand-up comedy 

ANCIENT 
PROVERB:                 

If you can’t 
understand 
Japanese, 

tilt your 
head to                

the right.  

Did Garfield get this 
quote from my dad? 

“Don’t go upstairs 
empty-handed” means 

“Carry something.” 

a popular little gift 
book from the 1950s 

“Deep Truths” About Friendship 

3. What do you believe about friendship?  

a. “A friend in need is a friend to avoid.”  

b. “It’s easy to make a friend. But it’s hard                                       
to make a stranger.” 

c. “Friends don’t always stay friends.                                              
But enemies stay enemies.” 

d. “A friend is someone who likes you.”   
(Title of a 1958 book by Joan Walsh Anglund) 


