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Annotation: This study investigates the efficacy of using proverbs as a pedagogical tool to
enhance expressive and receptive language skills in early childhood education. While proverbs
are recognized as carriers of cultural and moral knowledge, their specific linguistic benefits in a
classroom setting remain underexplored. A quasi-experimental design was implemented with 60
children aged 5-6 years from two urban primary schools. The intervention group participated in a
six-week program of proverb-based activities, including storytelling, interpretation, and
dramatization, while the control group followed the standard curriculum. Pre- and post-
intervention assessments measured receptive vocabulary (Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test) and
expressive language skills (Formulated Sentences subtest of the Clinical Evaluation of Language
Fundamentals). Results indicated that the intervention group demonstrated statistically
significant gains in both receptive and expressive measures compared to the control group.
Qualitative observations further suggested that the experimental group developed a greater
awareness of figurative language and narrative structure. The findings suggest that integrating
proverbs into early childhood curricula can be a valuable strategy for fostering nuanced language
development, encouraging deeper semantic processing and more sophisticated syntactic
construction.
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Introduction

The development of robust language skills in early childhood is a cornerstone of future
academic success and social integration. Expressive language—the ability to convey thoughts
and ideas—and receptive language—the capacity to understand spoken communication—form a
dynamic interplay that underpins literacy, cognition, and interpersonal relationships (Bishop &
Leonard, 2017). Educators are continually seeking engaging and culturally relevant methods to
stimulate these dual facets of linguistic competence. One such underexplored resource is the
proverb: a concise, traditional saying that expresses a perceived truth based on common sense or
experience.

Proverbs are more than folkloric artifacts; they are dense linguistic packages rich with
metaphor, analogy, and cultural schema. Their pedagogical value has been acknowledged
anecdotally, with proponents arguing that they sharpen wit and convey wisdom (Mieder, 2014).
However, the empirical evidence supporting their specific impact on measurable language skills
in children is sparse. Much of the existing research focuses on the cognitive challenge of
understanding proverbs (i.e., the development of non-literal language comprehension) rather than
their potential as a teaching tool to actively build language (Nippold, 2012).

It is hypothesized that the unique structure of proverbs—their rhythmic cadence, syntactic
parallelism, and semantic density—could serve as an effective scaffold for language learning.
For instance, engaging with a proverb like "A stitch in time saves nine" requires a child to not
only decode the individual words (receptive skill) but also to grapple with the underlying
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concept of prevention and consequence. When asked to explain or apply the proverb, the child
must formulate a coherent sentence or narrative (expressive skill), thereby exercising syntactic
and pragmatic abilities.

This study aims to bridge this gap by empirically examining the effect of a structured,
proverb-based teaching intervention on the expressive and receptive language skills of young
children. It is predicated on the idea that the cognitive "effort" required to unpack a proverb's
meaning, coupled with the creative effort to use it in context, can catalyze linguistic development
in ways that more literal instructional texts may not. This research seeks to answer the following
question: Does a six-week pedagogical program centred on the exploration and use of proverbs
lead to significant improvements in receptive vocabulary and expressive syntax for children aged
5-6 years, compared to a standard curriculum?

Methods
Research Design

A quasi-experimental pretest-posttest control group design was employed. This design was
chosen to allow for a comparison of language gains between a group receiving the proverb
intervention and a group following the standard curriculum, without the feasibility challenges of
random assignment in a school setting.

Participants

Sixty children (N=60) aged 5 to 6 years (M = 5.8 years, SD = 0.4) were recruited from two
primary schools in a suburban area. Both schools served families of mixed socioeconomic
backgrounds. One school was designated as the intervention group (n=30; 16 boys, 14 girls), and
the other as the control group (n=30; 15 boys, 15 girls). All participants were native English
speakers with no diagnosed language or learning impairments, as confirmed by school records
and teacher reports. Parental consent was obtained for all children.

Instruments
Two standardized, norm-referenced instruments were used for pre- and post-testing:

1. Receptive Language: The Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test, Fifth Edition (PPVT-5)
(Dunn, 2019). This widely used test measures receptive vocabulary by asking children to point to
one of four pictures that best represents a word spoken by the examiner.

2. Expressive Language: The Formulated Sentences subtest of the Clinical Evaluation of
Language Fundamentals, Fifth Edition (CELF-5) (Wiig et al., 2018). This subtest measures a
child's ability to formulate complete, grammatically correct sentences of increasing complexity
when given a target word and a visual stimulus.

Procedure

The study was conducted over an eight-week period. In Week 1, all participants were pre-
tested individually in a quiet room at their school by trained research assistants who were blind
to the group assignments.

During Weeks 2-7, the intervention group participated in three 30-minute sessions per week
focused on proverbs. Each week introduced two new proverbs (e.g., "Look before you leap,"

http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass 290 —



http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass
http://www.internationaljournal.co.in/index.php/jasass

eISSN: 2229-3213 pISSN: 2229-3205

Volume 16,Issue 03 March, 2026

"Don't cry over spilled milk," "Two heads are better than one"). The sessions included: (a)
Storytelling: The researcher presented the proverb within a short, age-appropriate story that
illustrated its meaning. (b) Discussion and Interpretation: Children were guided to discuss the
literal and non-literal meanings of the proverb, relating it to their own experiences. (c)
Dramatization and Art: Children acted out the proverb's meaning or drew pictures representing it.
(d) Productive Use: Children were prompted to complete sentences using the proverb or to think
of situations where it would apply (e.g., "When would we say 'haste makes waste'?").

The control group continued with their standard literacy curriculum, which included
storybook reading, phonics activities, and basic vocabulary instruction, but did not include any
explicit teaching of proverbs or figurative language.

In Week 8, all participants were post-tested using the same instruments (PPVT-5 and CELF-
5 Formulated Sentences subtest) under identical conditions. The research assistants remained
blind to the group assignments during post-testing.

Data Analysis

Independent samples t-tests were conducted to compare the mean gain scores (post-test
score minus pre-test score) between the intervention and control groups for both the PPVT-5 and
CELF-5 measures. An alpha level of .05 was set for determining statistical significance.

Results

The pre-test scores confirmed that the two groups were equivalent at the outset of the study.
The mean pre-test score on the PPVT-5 for the intervention group was 102.4 (SD = 8.1), and for
the control group was 101.9 (SD = 7.8), a non-significant difference (t(58) = 0.24, p = .81).
Similarly, on the CELF-5 Formulated Sentences subtest, the mean pre-test scaled score was 10.2
(SD = 2.1) for the intervention group and 10.4 (SD = 2.3) for the control group (t(58) =-0.35, p
=.73).

Analysis of gain scores revealed a clear effect of the intervention. For receptive vocabulary,
as measured by the PPVT-5, the intervention group showed a mean gain of 6.4 points (SD = 3.2),
while the control group showed a mean gain of only 2.1 points (SD = 2.8). This difference was
statistically significant (t(58) = 5.56, p < .001), indicating that the proverb-based activities led to
a substantially larger increase in receptive vocabulary knowledge compared to the standard
curriculum.

An even more pronounced effect was observed for expressive language skills. On the
CELF-5 Formulated Sentences subtest, the intervention group's mean scaled score increased by
2.8 points (SD = 1.4), whereas the control group's mean scaled score increased by just 0.6 points
(SD = 1.1). This difference was also statistically significant (t(58) = 6.76, p < .001). Beyond the
quantitative data, researchers noted qualitatively that children in the intervention group began to
spontaneously use proverbs during circle time and play, and their oral narratives during post-
testing appeared more structured and conceptually complex than those of the control group.

Discussion

The findings of this study provide compelling evidence that a structured pedagogical
approach using proverbs can significantly enhance both receptive and expressive language skills
in young children. The statistically significant gains made by the intervention group suggest that
proverbs are not merely cultural ornaments but potent linguistic tools.
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The improvement in receptive vocabulary (PPVT-5 scores) can be attributed to the rich
semantic processing required to understand a proverb. Unlike simple nouns or verbs, proverbs
embed words in a context of cultural logic and metaphorical relationships. Engaging with "Don't
count your chickens before they hatch," for example, forces a child to understand the core words
within a framework of anticipation and potential disappointment, thereby creating deeper and
more interconnected semantic networks. This aligns with theories of vocabulary acquisition that
emphasize the importance of rich, contextualized encounters with words over rote memorization
(Beck & McKeown, 2007).

The even larger effect on expressive language (CELF-5 scores) is particularly noteworthy.
This finding supports the hypothesis that the process of explaining, applying, and dramatizing
proverbs actively exercises a child's syntactic and pragmatic abilities. To explain "look before
you leap," a child must formulate a cause-and-effect sentence. To act out "haste makes waste,"
they must construct a mini-narrative. This productive use of language, scaffolded by the fixed
structure and inherent wisdom of the proverb, appears to transfer to a more generalized ability to
formulate complex sentences, as measured by the CELF-5. The proverbs served as cognitive and
linguistic "schemas" that children could adapt and use to organize their own thoughts and
expressions (Gibbs & Beitel, 2003).

The qualitative observations of increased spontaneous use of proverbs and more structured
narratives further reinforce this interpretation. It suggests that the children were not merely
parroting phrases but had internalized the underlying conceptual and linguistic structures, using
them as tools for thinking and communicating.

Despite these promising results, this study has limitations. The quasi-experimental design,
while practical, cannot rule out the influence of unmeasured school-level variables. Future
research should employ a randomized controlled trial to strengthen causal claims. Furthermore,
the study was relatively short-term; longitudinal research is needed to determine if these
language gains are sustained over time and whether they translate into improved reading
comprehension and writing skills in later grades. The specific mechanisms of effect—whether it
is the metaphorical content, the syntactic structure, or the collaborative discussion—also warrant
further investigation.

Nevertheless, this study offers a significant contribution to the field of early childhood
language pedagogy. It moves beyond anecdotal appreciation to provide empirical support for the
use of proverbs. For educators, the implication is clear: integrating these compact capsules of
cultural wisdom into daily classroom activities is a low-cost, high-impact strategy. By asking
children not just to memorize, but to interpret, discuss, and use proverbs, teachers can create a
dynamic learning environment that hones the critical skills of both understanding and producing
language.

Conclusion

This research demonstrates that teaching through proverbs has a measurable and positive
effect on the development of children's receptive and expressive language abilities. The cognitive
engagement required to unpack the figurative meaning and the creative effort needed to apply
the wisdom in new contexts appear to accelerate vocabulary growth and syntactic formulation.
By embracing this rich linguistic heritage, educators can provide young learners with a powerful
tool for navigating not only the complexities of language, but also the subtleties of human
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experience.
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