The Theropod and the Mammal -
Teacher Notes
BIG THINGS little things competition 2025

The Theropod and the Mammal by Erin Zampaglione

In the early Jurassic, a Dino and Shrew

Were having an argument over what'’s true.

The Shrew thought it obvious - big must be grand:
To tower above things wherever you stand.

The Dino insisted that smaller seemed swell:

To scamper and scurry and hide very well.

They bickered and fought as the shadows grew long,
Determined that they’d prove the other one wrong.

About 200 million years after that spat,

A Bird and an Elephant stopped for a chat.

Bird mused, “I’'m descended from beasts that roamed Earth,
But they thought a small stature had much higher worth.
And maybe for me being little is best -

But I’'m always skittish, it’s so hard to rest!”

The Elephant chuckled, his eyes all agleam,

“Being this big was my ancestors’ dream.

And true, | enjoy it, but still there’s a catch -

There’s one spot on my back that | never can scratch!”
Bird chirped, “I can help! I'll provide some relief,

I’ll just peck off these bugs that are giving you grief.”

The Elephant trumpeted, “Thank you old chap!

Then I'll keep you safe while you take a good nap.”

You can be big or small, there’s a wide distribution,
But working together is peak evolution.

This poem received an honourable mention in the Poets XYZ Phantom
Billstickers National Poetry Day 2025 BIG THINGS little things
poetry competition.
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About the Author

Erin Zampaglione spent 10 years as a scientist, running experiments and
analysing data in laboratories. Scientific writing can be very technical, but she
always loved writing poetry for school, friends, and family. Now she is a full-
time mom and aspiring children’s author. She is trying to approach these new
roles in the same way a scientist would: by being curious and observant. By
dipping her toes into the world of children’s poetry, she hopes to hone her skills
and perhaps bring a smile to someone’s face!

Read the poem aloud to the class.

Some initial questions to ask the class:

1. How does the poem make them feel?
2. What do they think the poem is about?

3. Mention the competition theme the poem was written for - Big
Things, Little Things’. How does the poem address the theme?

4. The success of this poem rests on a big twist — what is the twist?
(That the dinosaur has evolved into a bird, and the shrew into an
elephant, so big becomes little and vice versa. Note: science believes
all mammals evolved from a small shrew-like creature, even whales.
Science also believes many dinosaurs had feathers, particularly the
direct ancestors of birds.)

5. The final couplet provides a satisfying conclusion - what does
that final couplet tell us? (That in the end size is not important, it’s
cooperation that is the pinnacle of our achievements). Do you agree
with the poet?

A deeper dive

1. There are lots of interesting verbs in this poem - have the students/
akonga make a list (for example: tower, scamper, scurry, bickered,
fought, mused, descended, chuckled, chirped, peck, trumpeted).
Get the students/ akonga to write a new poem using at least six of
these verbs.
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2. Have the students/ dkonga research what kinds of dinosaurs had
feathers. Were they all flying types of dinosaurs? Have them draw a
picture of one of the feathered dinosaurs. If feathers are available
these can be glued on.

3. Have the students/ dkonga research when the shrew-like creatures
that are thought to be the early ancestors of all living mammals (even
us) first appeared? (The late Triassic period around 210-225 million
years ago). Did these small insectivores actually live at the same time
as dinosaurs? (Yes)
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