
One day, during the course of a lesson, he ostentatiously withdrew a small red notebook from his pocket. Then he paused, looked very mysterious and 

retreated behind the blackboard. After a moment he reappeared and continued with the lesson. Not for long, however, for his face was again suddenly shrouded 

in mystery, and once more he disappeared behind the blackboard. As these surprising withdrawals continued the children grew increasingly agog with curiosity. 

“What are you doing, sir?” “Now, that’s a secret.” “Tell us.” “No, no.” “Please, sir, please.” “Well,” said Mr. MacMahon, dangling the proverbial carrot, “if you’re 

very good I’ll tell you next Friday.”

At last Friday arrived. Eager faces awaited the revelation of the secret. “Hands up those of you who collect anything.” “I collect stamps.” “I collect old 

coins.” “I collect shells.” “Well,” said Mr. MacMahon, “I collect words.” “Can we do that, sir?” “Oh, no! You’re too small.” “No we’re not, sir.” In the manner of 

Tom Sawyer manoeuvring his mates so that he could enjoy the apple while they painted the fence, Mr. MacMahon gave in a little to the cajoling of his pupils. 

“Well, if you’re very good, next Friday I’ll let the six best of you collect some.” 

The following Friday the six best were duly chosen. “Don’t collect too many. It’s hard work.” The following week the next six got their chance, and 

eventually everyone had a go. The children got words from sauce-bottles, from advertisements, from radio, newspapers and from all manner of unusual places. 

They set up contests with each other. “I have 4,365 words.” “I have 3,000, but mine are better ones than yours.” They started swapping them and fighting over 

them. They compiled the most astonishing lists of words. Those children ended up with a vocabulary that even Mr. MacMahon himself found truly amazing. Nor 

was Mr. MacMahon’s ploy of mysteriously retreating behind the blackboard lost upon the children. They appreciated it for what it was – a cunning ruse to 

arouse interest. Part of Mr. MacMahon’s gift as a teacher was the ability not only to arouse interest but to sustain it. In the word-collecting incident, for 

example, he drove home his advantage by leaving boxes of coloured chalk at the disposal of the children in the early mornings before class formally began. 

When he would arrive into his classroom he would find his blackboards transformed into seas of surrealistic colour, covered with words both in English and Irish.

Inspiring Words

This short excerpt, written by Phyllis Mitchell, is taken from a 1987 edition of ‘Education Matters’. It highlights how a teacher’s 
enthusiasm can be infectious, particularly when combined with a little intrigue and competition.


