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Peacock Mantis Shrimp – Teacher Notes
BIG THINGS little things competition 2025

Peacock Mantis Shrimp by Amanda McKenzie

A flurry of colour, scuttling down deep,

In ocean floor burrows, you’ll find them asleep.

They’re just teeny tiny, a few inches long.

Some think they look harmless,

But they would be wrong.

This rainbow hued critter, while only a shrimp,

Is far from a meek and defenceless wee wimp.

Its front claws are clubs and while hunting for lunch,

Quick as a flash it delivers a punch,

That’s fifty times faster than you and I blink -

Enough to break glass. 

Pretty neat, don’t you think?

So watch out intruders, mollusks and crabs

For this coloured crustacean’s mighty swift jabs.

That isn’t all that this creature can do,

It also sees colours quite foreign to you

And rather than looking in front or behind,

Its eyes can see both all at once, you will find.

Stealthy and strong with the sharpest eyesight

Who says you need size to give others a fright? 
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About the Author
Amanda McKenzie is a library loving children’s writer and poet from Aotearoa. 
Her poetry has been published by The Dirigible Balloon. She writes poetry for 
children because it’s heaps of fun (and children give her much more thoughtful 
feedback than her cat). You can find her playing with words and reviewing 
children’s books on Instagram @theplaypoet. 

About the Poem
Don’t let the small size of the Peacock Mantis Shrimp fool you this poem says. 
Despite its size and appearance, this creature is aggressive with a lightning 
fast and powerful punch, and a superior range and capability of vision. 
Powerful things can come in small packages and it pays not to judge a book 
by its cover. 

Competition Judge Bill Nagelkerke had this to say about the poem – ‘Peacock 
Mantis Shrimp, like the amazing creature it elaborates, is a gem, both of 
concept, rhyme, structure and language, effectively mixing meters such as 
iambic and dactyl to keep the reader on their toes. Here science becomes 
poetry and poetry science. Readers will have a lot of fun with this, while 
learning at the same time. It’s a poem that begs to be emulated.

Read the Poem Aloud
Note that the competition this poem was written for had the theme Big 
Things, Little Things. 

Some initial questions to ask the class:
•	 How does the poem make them feel? (surprised? Intrigued? Curious? 

Interested? Impressed? There are no right or wrong answers).

•	 What parts of the poem do they like the best?

•	 How does the poem address the theme ‘Big Things, Little Things’?

•	 What does this poem suggest about judging things by their 
appearance?

•	 How does the poet make a ‘little thing’ seem ‘big’?
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For a deeper dive…

1. 	Have the students/ ākonga look for the poetic devices used in the poem. 
 

For example:
	 Alliteration: 	 ‘teeny tiny’, ‘wee wimp’, ‘coloured crustacean’

	 Poetic imagery/	 ‘front claws are clubs’, ‘hunting for lunch’, ‘mighty swift 	
	 jabs’ (like a boxer)

	 Rhyme: 	 ‘Deep, asleep’, ‘long, wrong’, ‘shrimp, wimp’

	 Double meanings: ‘shrimp’ (nicely used in the line ‘while only a shrimp’)

	 Vivid adjectives: 	 meek, defenceless, rainbow hued, swift, stealthy, 		
	 sharpest

	 Are there any other devices the poet has used? (a very effective rhythm)

	 What effect do these devices have on the reader/listener? How do they 
make the students/ ākonga feel about the topic?

2.	 Poetry can be a great way to introduce interesting facts about the natural 
world. What did the students/ākonga learn about the Peacock Mantis 
Shrimp? List the qualities and characteristics of the shrimp that the poem 
mentions, for example: 

Strength 	 “delivers a punch … enough to break glass”.

Speed 	 “Quick as a flash it delivers a punch, 
	 That’s fifty times faster than you and I blink”

Eye abilities 	“It also sees colours quite foreign to you” and “Its eyes can 	
	 see both all at once”

3.	 As a class, list some things that are very small but very powerful: for 
example viruses, bacteria, atoms, ants, wasps, mosquitos (especially those 
that carry malaria). Discuss how these things can have a big impact. 

	 Have the students/ ākonga pick one of these small things and brainstorm 
some descriptive words for them. 

	 Encouraging the students/ ākonga to keep in mind some of the poetic 
techniques the poet used, have them write a poem about one of these 
other ‘small things’ and their ‘big’ impact.
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4.	 Have the students/ ākonga make a list of unusual creatures including 
mammals, insects, fish and birds. Pick one at random and write a poem 
with the theme of ‘surprise’.

5.	 Get the students/ ākonga to draw a picture of the shrimp based on the 
description in the poem. Then look up photos or media to see what the 
shrimp really looks like. Now have them draw the shrimp to scale. How big is 
it compared to a cat, to us?
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