
Salahu-Deen & Ọlawale |  101

~ 100 ~

Principles of  Education in Yorùbá Proverbs
Abdullahi Ibrahim Salahu-Deen & Hakeem Ọlawale 

Abstract

This study explores the educational principles embedded in Yorùbá proverbs and their 
relevance to modern pedagogy, particularly in Nigeria and the diaspora. Through a 
thematic analysis of  ten carefully selected proverbs, due to their frequent usage, relevance 
to pedagogy and cultural weigh the research highlights core values such as respect for elders, 
perseverance, and the transformative power of  knowledge. The findings reveal how these 
traditional principles can enrich contemporary educational practices by fostering holistic 
development, cultural relevance, and ethical responsibility. The study advocates for the 
integration of  Yorùbá proverbs into formal education to bridge indigenous wisdom with 
modern pedagogical approaches. Recommendations are provided for policymakers and 
educators to implement these principles in curricula, enhancing both cultural preservation 
and educational outcomes.

Keywords: Principles of  Education, Yorùbá proverbs, Indigenous knowledge, 
Traditional education

Introduction

The Yorùbá people, as both a linguistic and ethnic group, are predominantly located in 
Nigeria, particularly in the South-West region, and extend across other countries in West 
Africa such as Benin and Togo. They are celebrated for their rich cultural heritage, which 
is deeply embedded in their traditions, beliefs, and linguistic expressions. The Yorùbá 
language, one of  the most widely spoken in Africa, is a repository of  wisdom, passed 
down through generations, with proverbs serving as a vital medium for encapsulating 
and transmitting knowledge. Among the various themes covered in Yorùbá proverbs, 
education occupies a central place, reflecting the community’s deep regard for learning 
and intellectual growth. According to John T. Bendor-Samuel (2025), Yoruba is spoken 
by more than 20 million people in southwestern Nigeria and parts of  Benin and Togo. It 
is also used widely as a second language in this area. Beyond their linguistic prominence, 
the Yorùbá people’s cultural influence spans art, philosophy, music, and education, 
with their proverbs serving as a lens through which these values can be understood and 

https://www.britannica.com/topic/Yoruba
https://www.britannica.com/place/Nigeria
https://www.britannica.com/place/Benin
https://www.britannica.com/place/Togo


Salahu-Deen & Ọlawale |  101

appreciated. Research questions guiding this study include: What educational principles 
are encapsulated in Yorùbá proverbs?  How can these principles be integrated into 
contemporary educational systems?  

This study about the educational value embedded within Yorùbá proverbs 
investigates ten (10) carefully selected proverbs due to their frequent usage, relevance to 
pedagogy and cultural weigh. Each proverb is translated into English and analyzed to 
reveal its deeper meanings and insights. Emphasis is placed on their implications for 
modern education, highlighting how these traditional expressions remain relevant in 
addressing contemporary educational challenges and opportunities. To achieve this, an 
in-depth analytical approach is employed to interpret the proverbs within the context of  
educational principles. By exploring their core meanings and their practical applications, 
this work aims to bridge the gap between traditional wisdom and modern educational 
practices, offering a unique perspective on the enduring value of  cultural heritage in 
shaping learning and development. Through this lens, the study not only preserves and 
promotes Yorùbá culture but also contributes to a broader understanding of  the universal 
importance of  education as a transformative force.

Review of  Related Literatures

Avoseh (2013) emphasizes that proverbs and the spoken word are foundational 
elements in indigenous African education, particularly within Yoruba and Ogu 
communities. He argues that these oral expressions are crucial for conveying cultural 
knowledge and values, forming an essential part of  the educational framework in these 
societies. Agbaje (2017) emphasizes that proverbs are integral to Yorùbá philosophy 
and education, stating that they represent people’s philosophy and serve as instructions, 
fulfilling philosophical and educational functions in society. 

Yorùbá Proverbs and Educational Philosophy

Adepoju (2018) emphasizes that Yorùbá epistemology values a continuum of  
knowledge acquisition that combines assimilation, reflection, and action. This approach 
underscores the importance of  engaging both the intellect and the senses, fostering a 
comprehensive understanding that bridges theory and practice. This perspective aligns 
with modern educational principles that advocate experimental learning and skills 
acquisition to address real-world challenges.

Cultural Context and Relevance

The communal nature of  Yorùbá society is reflected in proverbs like Àjèjé ọwọ́ kan 
kò gbégbá dóri” (“A single hand cannot lift up a full calabash to the head”) conveys the 
necessity of  cooperation to achieve significant tasks. Another example is “Agbajo ọwọ́ 
la fi í sọ̀yà” (“We use the entire hand to beat the chest”), which also emphasizes unity 
and collective effort. This proverb promotes collaboration and collective responsibility, 
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aligning with contemporary education’s emphasis on teamwork, communication, and 
social-emotional learning (Olofinsao 2021).

Implications for Modern Educational Systems

The integration of  Yorùbá proverbs into modern educational curricula has the 
potential to enhance cultural relevance and inclusivity in learning. Scholars such as 
Agbaje  (2017) delves into how Yorùbá proverbs encapsulate philosophical concepts and 
educational principles, serving as tools for moral instruction and critical engagement.  
This aligns with constructivist approaches to education, which prioritize inquiry, analysis, 
and the application of  knowledge over rote memorization.

Therefore, the principles of  education embedded in Yorùbá proverbs provide 
timeless insights into effective learning and teaching practices. By analyzing these 
proverbs, modern educators can draw valuable lessons on discipline, perseverance, 
collaboration, and critical thinking. Thus, Yorùbá proverbs remain a critical resource for 
bridging traditional wisdom and modern educational ideals.

To move from theoretical discussions to practical application, this study adopts a 
qualitative analytical approach rooted in thematic interpretation. The analysis centers 
on ten carefully selected Yorùbá proverbs that encapsulate core educational principles. 
These proverbs were chosen for their frequency of  use, pedagogical significance, and 
cultural resonance within Yorùbá communities. Each proverb is presented with its 
English translation, interpreted within its sociocultural context, and linked to relevant 
educational philosophies. This approach allows for a deeper understanding of  how 
traditional knowledge systems can inform and enhance contemporary educational 
practices, particularly through culturally responsive pedagogy. The following section 
provides an in-depth analysis of  each proverb, drawing connections between traditional 
wisdom and modern educational theory.

Research Methodology

This study adopts a qualitative approach, utilizing thematic analysis to examine 
ten Yorùbá proverbs. The proverbs were selected based on: Cultural significance and 
frequency in Yorùbá discourse.  Relevance to educational themes such as respect, 
perseverance, and responsibility. 

Data sources include oral interviews with Yorùbá elders and textual anthologies. 
Interpretations were validated through triangulation with existing scholarly works and 
consultations with cultural experts.

Analysis of  Selected Proverbs 

The First Proverb on: The Importance of  Education in Yoruba 
Proverb
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Proverb: Ọmọ tí a kò kọ́ ni yóò ̀ gbé ilé tí a kọ́ tà
Translation: A child left untaught will eventually sell off the house that was 	

		  built.
Meaning: This proverb emphasizes the importance of  education in Yorùbá 	

		  culture (Interview with H.K. Ayinla).

Education is broadly understood as the process through which individuals develop 
their capabilities, skills, attitudes, and behaviors that hold practical value in society 
(KGC College, n.d.). The Yorùbá proverb highlights that without proper education and 
guidance, individuals may fail to appreciate or sustain the resources or heritage entrusted 
to them, leading to their eventual loss.

This proverb serves as a profound reflection of  the Yorùbá belief  in the 
transformative power of  education. It stresses the importance of  education not merely as 
the acquisition of  knowledge, but as the holistic development of  practical skills, positive 
attitudes, and behaviors necessary for societal well-being. Education, as expressed in this 
proverb, is central to nurturing responsible individuals who can preserve and enhance the 
community’s legacy.

The educational value of  this proverb in a modern educational setting lies in its 
emphasis on holistic development and the societal impact of  education. Key values 
include:

Holistic Development: The proverb highlights the need for education to go 
beyond academic knowledge, focusing on practical skills, character building, and fostering 
positive attitudes. This aligns with modern educational approaches that aim to produce 
well-rounded individuals prepared for real-world challenges.

Responsibility and Stewardship: By emphasizing the need to preserve and 
enhance the community’s legacy, the proverb teaches the importance of  responsibility 
and stewardship. Modern education can integrate these values by fostering a sense of  
ownership and accountability among students, encouraging them to contribute positively 
to society.

Cultural Relevance: Using culturally grounded proverbs like this one in 
educational contexts can enhance learners’ understanding of  their heritage and build a 
stronger sense of  identity and cultural pride. It reinforces the importance of  integrating 
indigenous knowledge into formal education to create a more inclusive and meaningful 
learning experience.

Societal Well-being: The proverb underscores education as a means of  societal 
progress. Modern educational systems can draw from this by designing curricula that 
focus on social-emotional learning, ethical leadership, and community engagement, 
ensuring students are prepared to make a positive impact.

Sustainability and Value Preservation: The warning against “selling off the 
house” is a metaphor for losing valuable resources due to ignorance. In a modern context, 
this could translate to educating individuals on sustainability, resource management, and 
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the preservation of  cultural and communal assets.
By embedding these principles into modern educational practices, the proverb 

becomes a tool for cultivating responsible, skilled, and culturally aware individuals 
equipped to face the challenges of  the contemporary world.

The Second Proverb on: The Primary Agent and Source of  
Education

Proverb: Ilé la ti ń kó ẹ̀sọ́ ròde
Translation: Charity begins at home.
Meaning: A man cannot give what he does not have; good or bad behavior reflects 
		  one’s background (Interview with H.K Ayinla).

The Yorùbá proverb underscores the foundational role of  the family in shaping an 
individual’s behavior and character. It highlights the idea that people can only impart 
qualities and behaviors that they possess themselves, whether positive or negative. This 
reflects the significant influence of  one’s background, including family and societal factors, 
on their conduct and character development.

Furthermore, families that are actively involved in their children’s education create a 
positive environment conducive to learning. Research emphasizes that emotionally secure 
individuals are nurtured by parents who show interest in their children’s activities and 
education, fostering their emotional well-being and overall development (British School, 
2023). Parental involvement not only builds a supportive home environment but also 
contributes to a child’s sense of  security and confidence, which are essential for academic 
and personal growth.

This proverb and its associated principles highlight the interconnectedness of  
personal behavior, family influence, and educational involvement. In modern educational 
settings, these insights underline the importance of  engaging families as primary agents in 
creating environments that support holistic development and lifelong learning.

The educational value of  this proverb, “Ilé la ti ń kó ẹ̀sọ́ ròde” (Charity begins at 
home), in the modern educational setting, is profound and multifaceted. It underscores the 
foundational role of  the family in shaping an individual’s behavior, values, and readiness 
to engage in formal education. Key educational values include:

Foundational Role of  the Family: The proverb highlights that education starts 
at home, where children learn foundational values, ethics, and behaviors. In modern 
education, this aligns with the emphasis on parietal involvement as a critical factor in a 
child’s academic and social success. Educators and policymakers can use this principle 
to encourage active family participation in education, fostering collaboration between 
schools and families.

Behavioral Modeling: The notion that “a man cannot give what he does not 
have” emphasizes the importance of  role modeling by parents and guardians. Positive 
behaviors exhibited by adults at home serve as a blueprint for children, reinforcing the 
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idea that parents are their children’s first teachers. Modern education can incorporate 
programs that educate parents on the importance of  modeling constructive attitudes and 
habits.

Emotional Security and Learning Readiness: Families that create emotionally 
secure environments enable children to develop confidence and resilience, which are 
essential for effective learning. This aligns with contemporary educational psychology, 
which recognizes that emotionally supported students perform better academically and 
socially. Schools can integrate family engagement strategies to enhance emotional security 
and overall student well-being.

Holistic Development: The proverb suggests that education is not limited to 
formal settings but encompasses moral, emotional, and social development at home. This 
reflects modern educational priorities, such as holistic child development, which focuses 
on integrating academic skills with emotional intelligence, interpersonal skills, and moral 
values.

Community and Cultural Context: The proverb reinforces the idea that family 
and cultural background shape individuals, emphasizing the importance of  culturally 
responsive teaching. Schools can draw on cultural wisdom like this to connect curricula 
with students’ lived experiences, making learning more relevant and impactful.

Parent-Teacher Partnerships: The proverb’s message supports the modern 
educational principle of  collaboration between educators and families. By recognizing the 
family’s foundational role, schools can foster stronger partnerships with parents, engaging 
them as active participants in their children’s educational journeys. Incorporating the 
wisdom of  this proverb into modern educational practices emphasizes the need for 
nurturing environments at home, active parental involvement, and a collaborative 
approach to education. By valuing and leveraging these insights, educational systems can 
support students in achieving holistic growth and success.

The Third Proverb on: The Principle of  Perseverance

Proverb: Onísùúrù ni yóò fún wàrà kìnnìhún
Translation: Only the patient one will milk the lioness.
Meaning: This proverb highlights the importance of  perseverance, particularly 

in teaching or guiding difficult individuals (Interview with Alhaja Khadijat Ibrahim, 
personal communication, Màlété).

The expression “Only the patient one will milk the lioness” underscores the necessity 
of  patience and composure when dealing with challenging situations or individuals. It 
illustrates that perseverance is a critical trait, especially in teaching, where instructors 
often face resistance or difficulty in reaching certain learners. The proverb emphasizes 
that success in such contexts requires a calm, composed, and understanding approach.

As explained by Alhaja Khadijat Ibrahim, an 85-year-old trader, this saying reflects 
the wisdom acquired through a lifetime of  experience. By comparing the act of  teaching 
to milking a lioness, it vividly conveys the arduous and sometimes risky nature of  educating 
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reluctant or resistant learners. The imagery serves to stress the level of  patience and 
fortitude required to navigate these challenges effectively.

Research corroborates this perspective, noting that patience in teaching involves 
remaining calm, composed, and empathetic in the face of  challenges, thereby creating an 
environment conducive to growth and learning (Everyday Speech, n.d.). This approach 
enables educators to support students as they overcome obstacles and progress at their 
own pace.

Ultimately, this proverb serves as a powerful reminder of  the enduring value of  
perseverance in education. It suggests that by approaching even the most daunting tasks 
with patience and resilience, educators can achieve meaningful and transformative 
outcomes.

The educational value of  the proverb “Onísùúrù ni yóò fún wàrà kìnnìhún” (Only the 
patient one will milk the lioness) in a modern educational setting lies in its emphasis on 
patience, resilience, and determination, particularly in challenging teaching and learning 
environments. Key educational values include:

Fostering Resilience in Educators: The proverb teaches that success in 
educating difficult or resistant learners requires persistence and mental fortitude. In 
modern education, this value encourages teachers to remain dedicated, even in the face 
of  challenges, to understanding that progress often takes time and sustained effort.

Developing Empathy and Understanding: Patience requires understanding 
students’ unique needs and learning paces. This aligns with modern teaching practices that 
focus on individualized instruction and differentiated learning. Teachers are encouraged 
to approach each student with empathy, tailoring methods to address their strengths and 
weaknesses.

Creating a Positive Learning Environment: A calm and composed teaching 
approach helps establish a supportive environment where students feel safe to take risks, 
make mistakes, and grow. This mirrors modern educational psychology principles that 
emphasize the importance of  emotional security in effective learning.

Role Modeling Perseverance for Students: By embodying perseverance, 
teachers serve as role models, instilling the value of  persistence in their students. This is 
crucial in fostering resilience in learners, teaching them that challenges can be overcome 
with patience and consistent effort.

Navigating Complex Educational Challenges: The comparison to “milking 
a lioness” reflects the complex and sometimes daunting nature of  modern educational 
challenges, such as addressing diverse learning needs, managing classroom behavior, or 
implementing inclusive practices. The proverb underscores that these challenges can be 
tackled effectively with sustained effort and a composed mindset.

Promoting Growth Mindsets: The principle of  perseverance aligns with the 
growth mindset philosophy, which encourages educators and learners to view challenges 
as opportunities for development. This helps students develop confidence and resilience 
in their learning journeys.
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Encouraging Collaborative Problem-Solving: Teaching often involves 
navigating obstacles in partnership with students, parents, and colleagues. The proverb 
reinforces the importance of  collective perseverance, reminding educators that progress 
often results from collaborative and sustained efforts. Ultimately, the proverb serves as a 
timeless reminder of  the transformative power of  perseverance in education, inspiring 
educators and learners alike to approach challenges with patience and determination.

The Fourth Proverb on: The Principle of  Reciprocal and Mutual 
Respect

Proverb: Bi Eégún ńlá bá ní òhun ò rí gọ̀ǹtọ̀, gọ̀ǹtọ̀ náà a ní òhun ò rí Eégún ńlá.
Translation: If  a big masquerade claims it doesn’t see the smaller masquerade, 

the small masquerade will also claim it doesn’t see the big masquerade.
Meaning: If  an important man does not respect those less important than himself, 

less important men will, in turn, refuse to give him his due. (Interview with J.A Bawa - 
2025).

The proverb emphasizes the principle of  reciprocal respect, asserting that 
acknowledgment and respect should be reciprocal. It conveys that individuals in positions 
of  authority or higher status must show respect to those of  lower status to receive respect 
in return.

In the educational context, this proverb aligns with the value of  mutual respect 
and care within the classroom. Educators are encouraged to adopt an asset-oriented 
perspective, valuing the unique contributions each student brings to the learning 
community. This perspective fosters an inclusive environment where every student feels 
recognized and respected (Ellerbrock, 2015).

In caring classroom communities, care and respect are reciprocal. Educators who 
demonstrate genuine care for their students often find that students reciprocate this 
care, leading to a positive and supportive learning environment. This dynamic enhances 
trust, collaboration, and mutual understanding, contributing to the overall success of  the 
classroom community.

The application of  this proverb in modern education underscores the importance 
of  creating an inclusive and respectful environment where all individuals, regardless of  
perceived status or position, feel valued and supported. By fostering such an environment, 
educators can build strong, respectful relationships that enhance both teaching and 
learning.

Educational Value of  the Principle of  Reciprocal and Mutual Respect in Modern 
Educational Settings. The proverb Bi Eégún ńlá bá ní òhun ò rí gọ̀ǹtọ̀, gọ̀ǹtọ̀ náà a ní òhun 
ò rí Eégún ńlá highlights the necessity of  reciprocal respect in fostering productive and 
harmonious relationships. Its educational relevance in modern settings is profound 
and multifaceted, particularly in shaping classroom dynamics and promoting inclusive 
teaching practices.
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Fostering Mutual Respect: The proverb teaches that respect must be mutual and 
reciprocal to create a positive and harmonious classroom environment. Educators who 
respect students’ opinions, identities, and needs are more likely to gain students’ respect 
and cooperation in return. This dynamic is essential for building trust and facilitating 
open communication.

Creating Inclusive Learning Environments: The emphasis on recognizing 
and valuing individuals regardless of  their status aligns with modern education’s focus on 
equity and inclusiveness. Educators are encouraged to adopt an asset-based approach, 
acknowledging and celebrating each student’s unique strengths and contributions. This 
helps to build a classroom culture where everyone feels valued and empowered.

Strengthening Teacher-Student Relationships: Demonstrating care and 
respect for students fosters strong, positive teacher-student relationships. When students 
feel respected, they are more likely to engage actively in learning and demonstrate 
respectful behavior toward their peers and educators. This creates a supportive learning 
atmosphere that benefits all participants.

Encouraging Collaboration and Empathy: Respectful interactions between 
teachers and students serve as a model for students to emulate in their interactions with 
peers. This encourages empathy, understanding, and collaborative problem-solving, 
which are critical skills in both academic and social contexts.

Reducing Behavioral Issues: When students perceive fairness and mutual 
respect in the classroom, they are less likely to exhibit disruptive behaviors. Respectful 
treatment promotes a sense of  belonging and accountability, leading to improved 
discipline and classroom management.

Promoting Social-Emotional Learning (SEL): Reciprocal respect is a 
key component of  social-emotional learning, which emphasizes self-awareness, social 
awareness, and relationship skills. By valuing and respecting every student, educators 
contribute to their social and emotional development, equipping them with skills that 
extend beyond the classroom.

Practical Applications in Education:

Modeling Respect: Educators can demonstrate respectful behavior by actively 
listening to students, acknowledging their perspectives, and addressing them with kindness 
and fairness.

Asset-Based Teaching: Recognize and incorporate students’ strengths and 
cultural backgrounds into the curriculum to foster a sense of  value and belonging.

Conflict Resolution: Use respectful dialogue to resolve conflicts, reinforcing 
the importance of  understanding and empathy. The principle of  reciprocal and mutual 
respect, as expressed in this Yorùbá proverb, is integral to modern educational practice. It 
underscores the need for educators to cultivate respect-based relationships that promote 
inclusivity, trust, and collaboration. By fostering an environment where all individuals 
feel valued and respected, educators can enhance the quality of  learning and prepare 
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students for respectful engagement in diverse societal contexts.

The Fifth Proverb on: The Principle of  Responsibility and 
Proactiveness

Proverb: Àgbà kìí wà lọ́jà, kí orí ọmọ tuntun ó wọ́.
Translation: Elders cannot fold their hands in the market while babies are dying.
Meaning: Elders are expected to take action and fulfill their roles to prevent 

irreparable harm.  J. A Bawa (2025)

The proverb underscores the principle that individuals in positions of  authority or 
experience have a role to play when critical needs arise, particularly within their realm 
of  influence. It stresses the importance of  proactiveness and responsibility, especially 
from those in leadership roles, to safeguard the well-being of  the vulnerable and address 
pressing issues before they escalate.

In education, this principle is reflected in the responsibilities of  faculty members 
to foster students’ cognitive, affective, and physical development within their areas of  
expertise. Faculty members are not only tasked with imparting knowledge but also with 
creating an environment that promotes holistic growth and learning. This includes 
providing support, mentorship, and guidance to students, ensuring their overall well-
being and progress (Vancouver Island University, n.d.).

Additionally, avoiding harmful actions such as exploitation or discrimination 
is fundamental in protecting students’ interests and fostering equity and inclusion. By 
recognizing and respecting the diverse needs, abilities, and backgrounds of  students, 
educators can play a pivotal role in their development and success.

The proverb serves as a reminder that those in positions of  influence, including 
educators, have an ethical obligation to actively engage in the protection, growth, and 
advancement of  those they serve. It reinforces the importance of  taking proactive and 
responsible actions to nurture and safeguard the development of  students, ensuring a 
supportive and inclusive learning environment.

Educational Value of  the Principle of  Responsibility and Proactiveness in Modern 
Educational Settings implies that the proverb Àgbà kìí wà lọ́jà, kí orí ọmọ tuntun ó wọ́ (Elders 
cannot fold their hands in the market while babies are dying) conveys a profound lesson 
about the moral and social obligation of  individuals in positions of  authority to take 
proactive and responsible actions to address critical issues. Its application in modern 
educational settings carries significant value, emphasizing the role of  educators and 
leaders in ensuring the growth and well-being of  students.

Active Engagement in Student Development: Educators have a responsibility 
to contribute actively to the holistic development of  their students cognitively, emotionally, 
and physically. This means fostering not only academic excellence but also supporting 
students’ personal growth, well-being, and emotional resilience. Proactivity in identifying 
and addressing students’ challenges is key to this responsibility.
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Safeguarding Equity and Inclusion: The principle emphasizes the importance 
of  protecting students from harm, exploitation, and discrimination. Educators must create 
equitable learning environments where every student, regardless of  their background or 
ability, is valued, respected, and given equal opportunities to succeed.

Leadership and Ethical Responsibility: Just as the proverb suggests that elders 
must act to prevent harm, educators are called to lead with integrity, taking responsibility 
for their students’ development. This includes acting as mentors, role models, and 
advocates who inspire and guide students to reach their full potential.

Preventing Escalation of  Issues: The proactive nature of  the proverb 
encourages educators to address problems early before they escalate into more significant 
challenges. This can include intervening when students show signs of  academic struggle, 
emotional distress, or behavioral issues, ensuring timely support and solutions.

Building a Supportive Learning Environment: By fulfilling their roles 
responsibly, educators contribute to a safe and nurturing educational space where students 
feel supported and valued. This environment fosters trust, collaboration, and a sense of  
belonging, all of  which are essential for effective learning.

4.5.1 Practical Applications:

Mentorship and Guidance: Providing personalized support to students through 
mentorship programs or one-on-one interactions.

Early Intervention: Recognizing and addressing students’ challenges promptly, 
such as identifying learning difficulties or emotional needs.

Promoting Inclusivity: Developing teaching practices that respect diversity and 
ensure all students feel included and empowered.

Ethical Leadership: Modeling responsible behavior and decision-making for 
students to emulate.

The principle of  responsibility and proactiveness, as articulated in this Yorùbá 
proverb, underscores the vital role of  educators in shaping the lives of  their students. By 
embracing this principle, educators ensure that they not only impart knowledge but also 
safeguard the holistic development and well-being of  their students. This commitment to 
proactive and ethical action fosters a more inclusive, supportive, and effective educational 
environment, ultimately preparing students for success in both academic and societal 
contexts.

The Sixth Proverb on: Principle of  Motivation

The proverb Kúuṣẹ ́ ní í mú orí iṣẹ́ yá
Translation: (Well done motivates the workers) emphasizes the necessity of  

reinforcement and motivation in education. It suggests that recognizing and encouraging 
effort and achievement can inspire individuals to perform better and stay committed to 
their tasks (Lawyer T. Sanusi, personal communication, December 26, 2023). 
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Motivation in education plays a critical role in fostering student engagement and 
achievement. Students may be motivated intrinsically or extrinsically. Intrinsic motivation 
refers to an internal desire to learn or accomplish something for personal satisfaction, 
while extrinsic motivation involves external rewards such as praise, allowances, or gifts 
H.K Ayinla (2025).

The proverb aligns with this understanding, highlighting the value of  positive 
reinforcement, which can serve as an extrinsic motivator to encourage students. At 
the same time, it acknowledges the importance of  fostering intrinsic motivation by 
recognizing individual effort and fostering a sense of  accomplishment. By balancing 
intrinsic and extrinsic motivation, educators can create a supportive and enriching 
learning environment. This approach helps cater to diverse student needs, ensuring that 
all students feel encouraged and empowered to reach their potential. As the proverb 
suggests, acknowledgment and reinforcement are essential tools for driving effort and 
success in educational settings.

Educational Value of  the Principle of  Motivation in Modern Educational Settings 
implies that the Yoruba proverb   Kúuṣẹ ́ ní í mú orí iṣẹ́ yá (“Well done motivates the workers”) 
underscores the significance of  motivation and reinforcement in education. It highlights 
that recognizing efforts and achievement can inspire individuals to persevere, perform 
better, and remain committed to their goals (Lawyer T. Sanusi, personal communication, 
December 26, 2023).

In modern education, motivation is a cornerstone for fostering student engagement 
and academic success. Educators recognize that students can be driven by intrinsic or 
extrinsic factors. Intrinsic motivation stems from an internal desire to learn or accomplish 
tasks for personal satisfaction, while extrinsic motivation arises from external rewards such 
as praise, incentives, or tangible benefits (Study.com, n.d.). This proverb’s educational 
value lies in its alignment with these motivational principles, emphasizing the importance 
of  positive reinforcement. When educators acknowledge students’ efforts, they activate 
extrinsic motivators that encourage learners to maintain their efforts. Additionally, this 
recognition can foster intrinsic motivation by helping students develop confidence and a 
sense of  accomplishment.

Modern educational practices benefit from integrating these insights into teaching 
strategies. By balancing intrinsic and extrinsic motivators, educators can create supportive 
and enriching environments that cater to diverse student needs. Positive reinforcement, 
as reflected in the proverb, is an essential tool for promoting resilience, fostering self-
esteem, and driving academic and personal growth. Ultimately, the proverb serves as a 
reminder that motivation is fundamental in education. It advocates for acknowledgment 
and reinforcement as vital tools for empowering students to achieve their full potential in 
modern educational settings.

The Seventh Proverb on: Rationale for Peer Education

Proverb: Ẹgbẹ́ ẹyẹ ni ẹyẹ ń wọ́ tọ̀
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Translation: Birds of  the same feather flock together.
Meaning: This proverb forms the basis for peer group education.

Peer education operates on the premise that young people are more likely to be 
influenced by their peers than by external authorities, particularly adults. As the proverb 
“Birds of  a feather flock together” implies, individuals naturally gravitate towards those 
who share similar experiences and perspectives. This principle highlights the effectiveness 
of  peer education, which leverages shared experiences to foster relatable and impactful 
learning. By emphasizing the importance of  strong peer relationships, this approach aims 
to create supportive and inclusive environments where young people can learn from and 
support each other in meaningful ways (United Nations Population Fund [UNFPA], n.d.).

The educational value of  the concept of  peer education, as highlighted by the 
proverb Ẹgbẹ́ ẹyẹ ni ẹyẹ ń wọ́ tọ̀ (“Birds of  a feather flock together”), is significant in modern 
educational settings. It aligns with contemporary teaching strategies that prioritize 
collaborative, student-centered, and experiential learning. Key aspects of  its educational 
value include:

Relatability and Engagement: Peer education acknowledges that young 
people are more likely to engage with and internalize information when it is presented by 
individuals they identify with. This relatability enhances their receptiveness, motivation, 
and willingness to participate in learning activities.

Empowerment and Agency: By involving peers as educators, this approach 
empowers students to take active roles in their own and others’ learning processes. It 
fosters a sense of  agency, encouraging young people to contribute meaningfully to their 
community.

Collaboration and Social Skills: Peer education emphasizes the development 
of  communication, collaboration, and interpersonal skills. Students learn to navigate 
group dynamics, resolve conflicts, and build supportive relationships, which are critical 
for lifelong success.

Fostering Inclusive Environments: By creating a space where shared 
experiences are valued, peer education promotes inclusiveness and diversity. It encourages 
mutual respect and understanding, essential for building cohesive learning communities.

Reinforcement of  Knowledge: Peer educators reinforce their understanding 
of  subjects by teaching others, a concept supported by research in cognitive psychology. 
Teaching peers deepens their mastery and retention of  the material.

Cost-Effective and Scalable: In resource-constrained settings, peer education 
can be an effective and sustainable way to reach a broad audience. It reduces reliance on 
external facilitators while leveraging the existing social networks of  students.

In summary, the proverb underscores a timeless truth: individuals learn best from 
those with whom they share common ground. Integrating peer education into modern 
educational practices can foster engagement, empowerment, and community, making 
learning more effective and inclusive.
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The Eighth Proverb on: Principle of  Equal Treatment

Proverb: Àparò kan kò ga ju ọ ̀kan lọ, àfi èyí tó bá gun orí ebè.
Translation: All fowls are equal except the one that climbs the heap
Meaning: This proverb is used to critique individuals who, among their peers, 

attempt to assert superiority without valid justification.

The proverb “All fowls are equal except the one that climbs the heap” highlights 
the idea of  equality and caution against unwarranted claims of  superiority. This aligns 
with the principle of  equal treatment, as outlined by Blanden and Macmillan (2016), 
recognizes that individuals may face social and economic marginalization due to their 
social identities. The institution advocates for maintaining equitable, diverse, and 
inclusive learning and working environments, addressing systemic inequalities to create 
opportunities for all.

The principle of  equal treatment, as illustrated by the proverb Àparò kan kò ga 
ju ọ̀kan lọ, àfi èyí tó bá gun orí ebè. (“All fowls are equal except the one that climbs the 
heap”), holds significant educational value in modern settings. It provides a framework 
for fostering equity, inclusion, and a sense of  community in educational environments. 
Key aspects of  its educational value include:

Promoting Equality and Fairness: The proverb underscores the importance 
of  treating all students equally, regardless of  their backgrounds or abilities. It discourages 
undue favoritism or the assertion of  superiority, fostering a culture of  mutual respect and 
fairness.

Addressing Social Marginalization: As highlighted by Vancouver Island 
University (n.d.), recognizing and addressing social and economic marginalization is 
essential. By creating equitable learning environments, educators can ensure that students 
from marginalized groups are given the support and opportunities they need to thrive.

Encouraging Collaboration and Teamwork: The principle discourages 
competition based on superficial or unfounded claims of  superiority. Instead, it promotes 
collaboration and teamwork, enabling students to work together to achieve common 
goals and celebrate collective success.

Enhancing Equal Opportunities: Research by Schütz, Ursprung, and 
Woessmann (2005) emphasizes that equality in educational outcomes is critical for 
achieving equal opportunities and intergenerational mobility. This principle aligns with 
modern educational objectives to reduce disparities and provide all students with an equal 
chance to succeed.

Building an Inclusive Culture: The emphasis on diversity and inclusion 
encourages educators and institutions to recognize the unique strengths and perspectives 
of  each student. This helps create a learning environment that values all voices and fosters 
a sense of  belonging.

Discouraging Elitism and Superiority Complexes: By criticizing 
unwarranted claims of  superiority, the proverb encourages humility and self-awareness 
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among students. This is crucial for building respectful and supportive peer relationships. 
In modern education, the principle of  equal treatment serves as a foundation for creating 
an environment where every student can succeed, collaborate, and feel valued, thus 
contributing to a more equitable and inclusive society. 

The Ninth Proverb on: Principle of  Honesty and Transparency

Proverb: Bí inú bá ti rí ni obì ń yàn
Translation: Intention determines the action
Meaning: Honesty is the best policy. A clear mind results in successful endeavors.
The quote “Intention determines the action” underscores the value of  pure and 

honest intentions in achieving positive and successful outcomes. This aligns with the 
adage “Honesty is the best policy,” emphasizing the importance of  transparency and 
clarity in decision-making and actions.

Education transparency is equally significant, as highlighted by Onah, Ogbaji, 
Eteng, and Unwanung (2021). It fosters collaboration among educators by enabling 
them to unpack standards, plan instruction, assess learning, analyze data, refine teaching 
strategies, and evaluate their impact. This iterative and collective approach enhances 
teaching effectiveness and promotes improved student outcomes, thereby raising the 
overall quality of  education.

The principle of  honesty and transparency, as expressed in the proverb Bí inú bá 
ti rí ni obì ń yàn (“Intention determines the action”), carries profound educational value 
in modern settings. This principle is fundamental for fostering trust, collaboration, and 
effective teaching and learning environments. Key educational benefits include:

Building Trust in Educational Relationships: Honesty and transparency 
between teachers, students, parents, and administrators foster trust. When educators act 
with integrity and communicate openly, students are more likely to feel secure and valued, 
enhancing their engagement and motivation.

Promoting Ethical Behavior: By emphasizing the importance of  pure intentions 
and honest actions, this principle instills ethical values in students. It prepares them to act 
with integrity in academic, professional, and personal spheres.

Encouraging Accountability: Transparency in education ensures accountabilities 
for all stakeholders. Teachers can evaluate the effectiveness of  their methods, and students 
can understand how their efforts contribute to their progress, creating a sense of  shared 
responsibility for outcomes.

Fostering Collaboration: As Onah, Ogbaji, Eteng, and Unwanung (2021) note, 
transparency encourages educators to collaborate by sharing practices, analyzing data, 
and refining strategies. This teamwork strengthens the collective capacity to address 
challenges and improve educational quality.

Enhancing Decision-Making: Honest and transparent communication provides 
a clear foundation for making informed decisions. This clarity supports administrators, 
teachers, and students in addressing issues effectively and implementing solutions that are 
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just and equitable.
Improving Student Outcomes: Transparency in instructional planning and 

assessment allows students to understand expectations and align their efforts accordingly. 
This clarity reduces confusion and fosters an environment conducive to academic success.

Cultivating a Positive School Culture: A culture rooted in honesty and 
transparency nurtures respect and openness among all participants. It creates a supportive 
environment where students and teachers feel safe to express themselves and grow. By 
embedding the principle of  honesty and transparency into modern educational practices, 
schools can build ethical, collaborative, and effective learning communities that empower 
both educators and students to achieve their best.

The Tenth Proverb on: Principle of  Gradualism

Proverb: Díẹ̀ díẹ̀ nimú ẹlẹ́dẹ̀ fi ń wọgbà
Translation: Little by little is how the pig’s nose enters the yard
Meaning: This proverb emphasizes taking gradual steps to achieve success or 

addressing small problems before they become uncontrollable. (Interview with J.A. Bawa 
- (2025)

Gradualism is a philosophical and conceptual approach that underscores 
incremental change over time rather than sudden or abrupt transformations. This idea 
is reflected in the proverb, which serves as a reminder to approach tasks and challenges 
with patience and persistence. It highlights the importance of  small actions, which, if  
left unattended, can lead to significant consequences. The concept of  gradualism has 
ancient roots. Heraclitus, a Greek philosopher, proposed that change is constant and 
occurs gradually, stating, “Everything flows; nothing stands still” (Microbe Notes, n.d.). 
This principle is foundational in various fields, including education, where gradual steps 
play a critical role in fostering progress and development.

By adopting gradualism, individuals and organizations can achieve long-term 
goals and address potential challenges methodically. Small, consistent efforts can lead to 
significant success while preventing minor issues from escalating into major problems. 
The principle of  gradualism, embodied by the proverb Díẹ̀ díẹ̀ nimú ẹlẹ́dẹ̀ fi ń wọgbà (“Little 
by little is how the pig’s nose enters the yard”), holds substantial educational value in 
modern settings. Its focus on incremental progress and addressing issues early aligns with 
best practices in teaching, learning, and institutional development. Key benefits include:

Promoting Patience and Persistence: Gradualism teaches students and 
educators the importance of  persistence and sustained effort. It encourages them to break 
complex tasks into manageable steps, reducing the pressure of  achieving immediate 
results.

Fostering Incremental Learning: In education, gradual learning through 
scaffolding allows students to build knowledge and skills progressively. This aligns with 
the idea that small, consistent efforts lead to mastery and long-term success.
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Encouraging Early Intervention: The principle emphasizes addressing minor 
issues before they escalate. In schools, this approach can be applied to identifying and 
supporting students with learning difficulties or behavioral challenges early on, ensuring 
better outcomes.

Supporting Curriculum Design and Implementation: Gradualism 
underpins the concept of  progressive curriculum design. Educators can sequence content 
logically, helping students develop foundational knowledge before tackling more advanced 
concepts.

Guiding Institutional Development: For schools and educational organizations, 
gradualism promotes sustainable growth through phased changes. This ensures that 
reforms are well-planned and effectively implemented without overwhelming staff or 
students.

Encouraging Reflective Practice: Gradualism supports reflective teaching and 
learning. Educators and students can evaluate each step of  their progress, adjust, and 
build on small successes to achieve broader goals.

Building Resilience: By focusing on incremental progress, gradualism helps 
students develop resilience. It teaches them to value effort and persistence over perfection, 
which is essential for long-term academic and personal growth.

In summary, the principle of  gradualism cultivates an educational environment that 
values patience, persistence, and strategic planning. By emphasizing small, steady steps 
toward success, it fosters a culture of  continuous improvement and sustainable progress 
in modern education.

Incorporating these proverbs into Yorùbá language curricula, both in Nigeria and 
the United States, can:  

1.	 Foster cultural pride among students.  
2.	 Enhance engagement through relatable content.  
3.	 Promote moral and ethical learning alongside language acquisition

5.0. Tabular Analysis and Summery of  the Proverbs    

The ten proverbs are summarized below, with their themes and educational values.  

Table 1: Summary of  Yorùbá Proverbs and Their Educational Values   	
S/N PROVERB TRANSLATION    THEME EDUCATIONAL 

VALUE                  
1 Ọmọ tí a kò kọ́ ni yóò 

gbé ilé tí 
a kọ́ tà |

A child left un-
taught will sell the 
inherited house

Importance 
of  Education

Holistic development, 
stewardship    `
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2 Ilé la ti ń kó ẹ ̀sọ́ rode Charity begins at 
home.

The Primary 
Source of  Ed-
ucation

Behavioral Modeling

3 : Onísùúrù ni yóò fún 
wàrà kìnnìhún

Only the patient 
one will milk the 
lioness

The Principle 
of  Persever-
ance in Edu-
cation

Fostering Resilience in 
Educators

4 Bi Eégún ńlá bá 
ní òhun ò rí gọ̀ǹtọ̀, 
gọ̀ǹtọ̀ náà a ní òhun 
ò rí Eégún ńlá.

If  a big mas-
querade claims 
it doesn’t see the 
smaller masquer-
ade, the small 
masquerade 
will also claim it 
doesn’t see the big 
masquerade.

Reciprocal 
and Mutual 
Respect in 
Education

Strengthening Teach-
er-Student Relation-
ships

5 Àgbà kìí wà lọ́jà, kí 
orí ọmọ tuntun ó wọ́.

Elders cannot fold 
their hands in the 
market while ba-
bies are dying.

Responsibility 
and Proac-
tiveness

Safeguarding Equity 
and Inclusion

6 Kúuṣẹ ́ ní í mú orí iṣẹ́ 
yá
 

It motivates the 
workers

Principle of  
Motivation

fostering student 
engagement and ac-
ademic success. Edu-
cators

7 Ẹgbẹ́ ẹyẹ ni ẹyẹ ń wọ ́ 
tọ̀

Birds of  the same 
feather flock to-
gether.

Rationale for 
Peer Educa-
tion

Collaboration and So-
cial Skills:

8 Àparò kan kò ga ju 
ọ̀kan lọ, àfi èyí tó bá 
gun orí ebè.

All fowls are equal 
except the one 
that climbs the 
heap

Equal Treat-
ment

Addressing education-
al and Social Margin-
alization

9  Bí inú bá ti rí ni obì 
ń yàn

Intention deter-
mines the action

Honesty and 
Transparency

Building Trust in Edu-
cational Relationships

10 Díẹ ̀ díẹ̀ nimú ẹlẹ ́dẹ ̀ fi 
ń wọgbà

Little by little is 
how the pig’s nose 
enters the yard

Gradualism Fostering Incremental 
Learning
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6.0. Conclusion

This paper underscores the profound educational principles embedded in Yorùbá 
proverbs, demonstrating their enduring relevance to modern education and their potential 
to enrich the Nigerian and United State of  American educational system through Fostering 
cultural pride among students, enhancing engagement through relatable content and 
promoting moral and ethical learning alongside language acquisition.  

By analyzing ten carefully selected proverbs, the study reveals the core values of  
respect for elders, perseverance, and the transformative power of  knowledge as pivotal 
components of  Yorùbá educational philosophy. These principles serve not only as 
cultural artifacts but also as tools for fostering moral and intellectual growth. The findings 
highlight the dual role of  Yorùbá proverbs: preserving traditional values while offering 
insights into contemporary educational challenges. The respect for elders emphasized in 
these proverbs aligns with the broader need for fostering intergenerational respect and 
mentorship in modern education. Similarly, the principle of  perseverance encourages 
resilience and determination, qualities essential for students in overcoming academic and 
life challenges. Lastly, the emphasis on knowledge reflects the timeless value of  education 
as a means of  personal and societal development. Moreover, the study demonstrates that 
integrating these principles into the Nigerian educational framework could enhance its 
cultural relevance and effectiveness. By drawing from the wisdom embedded in Yorùbá 
culture, educators can foster a learning environment that promotes holistic development, 
combining traditional values with modern pedagogical approaches.

Finally, this research contributes significantly to the discourse on Yorùbá education 
and culture. It advocates for the incorporation of  culturally resonant principles into the 
Nigerian education system, enriching its philosophical foundation and fostering a more 
inclusive and effective approach to learning. Future research should further explore how 
these principles can be operationalized in classroom practices and educational policies to 
maximize their impact.

Recommendations

This study demonstrates the enduring relevance of  Yorùbá proverbs in modern 
education. Therefore, by integrating these principles into curricula, educators can create 
culturally sustaining and inclusive learning environments. Future research should explore 
classroom-based implementations and comparative studies across African cultures.  
Developing teaching resources that incorporate Yorùbá proverbs is highly recommended 
alongside train educators on the cultural and pedagogical significance of  proverbs. To 
cap it all, advocacy for policy change to include indigenous knowledge in national and 
international curricula is also a recommended step for the policy makers.
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Interview Transcripts

Alhaja Khadijat Ibrahim: 85 years old, female, mother of  9 children. Interviewed at her 
residence on 17th May 2023 at about 10:00am.

Ayinla, H. K. (2025, January 17): Yoruba language and cultural teacher and junior 
secondary school principal, Government Secondary School, Malete. Interview 
conducted in Malete, Moro Local Government Area, Kwara State, Nigeria.

Bawa, J. A. (2025, January 20): Farmer, itinerant malam, and commercial driver, Malete 
town, Kwara State. Interview conducted in Malete, Moro Local Government 
Area, Kwara State, Nigeria.

Taofiq Sanusi Esq. (2023, December 26): Personal communications.


