Joining the Chase:

Stepping into the World of Chasing Vermeer
with Art, Technology and Inquiry
A thematic unit created for the 2005 Young Adult Literature Conference

by Paul Mack and Becca Manery
Biography of Blue Balliett
Blue Balliett was born in New York City, the daughter of New Yorker critic Whitney Balliett and author Elizabeth Platt. As a teen, Blue was a frequent visitor to the Metropolitan and Frick art museums, both of which have Vermeer paintings in their collections.  Ms. Balliett earned a degree in art history from Brown University and moved to Nantucket, where she married and had children.  In 1991, she moved with her family to Chicago and taught third grade at The University of Chicago Laboratory School.  Her investigations into art with her students led her to write Chasing Vermeer.  Following the successful premiere of this book, the 49-year-old author retired from teaching to write full-time.  Her second collaboration with illustrator Brett Helquist, The Wright 3, will be published by Scholastic in April.  The book features the Frank Lloyd Wright-designed Robie House, a Hyde Park landmark, and will once again highlight the unusual sleuthing skills of Calder Pillay and Petra Andalee.
Summary of Chasing Vermeer
from School Library Journal (July 2004):

“Brainy 12-year-olds Petra Andalee and Calder Pillay attend the University of Chicago Laboratory School where their teacher’s unorthodox methods make learning an adventure.  When Vermeer’s A Lady Writing disappears on its way to exhibition at the Art Institute of Chicago, the two overcome their adolescent awkwardness and let their friendship bloom, pooling their talents to rescue the masterpiece and expose the thief.  Many elements play a role in unraveling the secrets surrounding the crime:  Calder’s set of pentominoes; his encoded correspondence with his friend Tommy about a missing boy named Frog; and Petra’s intuitive communing with the woman in the painting, all augmented by the unusual ideas presented in a strange old book that Petra has found. … Puzzles, codes, letters, number and wordplay, a bit of danger, a vivid sense of place, and a wealth of quirky characters enrich the exciting, fast-paced story that’s sure to be relished by mystery lovers.”  --Marie Orlando, Suffolk Cooperative Library System, Bellport, NY.

Rationale for Classroom Use

With its focus on keeping an open mind, using intuition and questioning the status quo, Chasing Vermeer is an ideal classroom choice for teachers who want to encourage students to think for themselves.
Curricular Connections
In addition to language arts, Chasing Vermeer lends itself to cross-curricular investigations in math (pentominoes), science (cryptography, steganography, the unusual natural phenomena Charles Fort records in Lo! ), art (the definition and purpose of art, the Art Institute of Chicago, Vermeer, art theft, the architecture of The University of Chicago) and social studies (Dewey’s views on teaching and learning, The University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, Jung’s theory of synchronicity, biracial families).
Assessment Measures at Unit Level
In the inquisitive spirit of Calder and Petra, students will select a topic related to the book (including, but not limited to, those listed above), brainstorm questions about the topic, and conduct research (including library and online investigations, field trips, and interviews).  Students will select a medium to present the results of their investigation, such as a Power Point presentation, display board, artwork, or dramatic performance.  Students and teacher will work cooperatively to design a grading rubric for the presentations.  Students will also write a reflective essay about their process.
