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Novel Units® Single-Classroom User Agreement 
for Non-Reproducible Material

With the purchase of electronic materials (such as ebooks and print-on-demand
teaching activities) from a Novel Units, Inc. (Novel Units) Web site, or that of a
Novel Units authorized dealer’s Web site, the customer (the purchaser or person
for whom this product was purchased) is granted a single-classroom user license,
which entitles the customer to use these materials for a single classroom (or home)
only.

Sharing the digital files or reproduction of any part of this
publication in any way or by any means for additional classrooms
(or homes), an entire school, or a school system; by for-profit
institutions and tutoring centers; or for commercial sale is strictly
prohibited.

Reproduction of any part of this Teacher Guide is strictly prohibited.
Use of the materials for anything other than classroom instruction is a violation of
Novel Units intellectual property rights. Novel Units retains full intellectual property
rights on all proprietary products, and these rights extend to electronic editions of
print books or materials, excerpts of print books or materials, and individual
teaching activities offered for sale in digital format.

To obtain more information, or, if you would like to use Novel Units products for
additional purposes not outlined in the single-classroom license (described above),
please contact customercare@ecslearningsystems.com.
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Comprehension
Creative thinking, problem 
solving, identifying attributes,
inferring, predicting, 
sequencing, compare/
contrast, supporting 
judgments, concept map

Literary Elements
Story mapping, 
characterization, setting, 
conflict, theme, mystery
genre

Vocabulary
Target words, definitions, 
synonyms and antonyms, 
root words, homophones

Listening/Speaking
Discussion, debate, 
dramatizing, oral 
presentation

Writing
Creative writing, reader’s 
journal, letters, dialogue, 
journalism, personal narrative

Critical Thinking
Compare/contrast, 
brainstorming, research, 
analysis, evaluation

Across the Curriculum
Art History—Elements and 
Principles of Art, 
appreciation, comparison, 
meaning; Art—color, line, 
shape and form, texture, 
space, emphasis, pattern, 
light, contour, emotion; 
Math—pentominoes, codes, 
patterns, calculation; 
Science—unexplained 
phenomena, coincidence, 
biology; Social Studies—
history, culture; Geography—
maps

Skills and Strategies
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Chapters One–Three, pp. 1–34
An unsigned letter asking for help in solving a crime against one of the world’s greatest painters
is delivered to a man and two women in a Chicago neighborhood. They are disturbed by the
letter’s warnings and wonder why they received it, yet they are intrigued enough to participate
in the mystery.

Calder Pillay and Petra Andalee are fascinated by their teacher, Ms. Hussey, and her
unconventional teaching methods. Ms. Hussey encourages the class to explore and think as
shown in their latest assignment: find an adult who has received a letter that has changed his 
or her life and then write an unforgettable letter to Ms. Hussey. Calder and Petra are brought
together at the bookstore, Petra’s private hideaway and where Calder works since his friend
Tommy Segovia moved away. Calder and Petra spy on their teacher, who is buying books about
murder and art.

Petra overhears her parents arguing about a forgotten letter, but is unable to find the letter. 
On the field trip to the Art Institute, Calder follows Petra until she disappears. Petra’s sudden
reappearance from a storeroom results in a museum guard’s attention. Instead of being angry
with her wandering students, Ms. Hussey is pleased with their creative thinking. 

Discussion Questions
1. What do the letter’s recipients have in common? Why does 

the letter writer choose them? (All three live alone. Each has a
discriminating eye, intelligence, and the ability to think outside of
convention. p. 1)

2. How would you summarize the contents of the letter? (The letter
writer asks for help correcting a centuries-old crime against a great
painter. He or she wants the truth revealed and promises a reward to
the letter’s recipients—yet warns them of risks and dangers. pp. 1–2)

3. How are the man and two women’s reactions to the letter alike?
How are they different? (All wonder who the sender is, how the
sender knows them, and if the letter is real. The man thinks about
the reward while the women consider the dangers. The man knows he
will say yes; one woman wants to say yes but wonders if she will be
able to change her mind later; the other woman concludes she will
say yes. pp. 2–4)

4. What options do the man and two women have after receiving
the letter? (Answers will vary. Suggestions: Throw away the letter.
Contact the police, a local museum, or newspaper. Wait for further
instructions. Discuss what to do with a friend.)

5. Who started the University School? How does Ms. Hussey share
this person’s ideas about teaching? (John Dewey; Dewey believed 

in working on relevant projects to learn how to think. Ms. Hussey doesn’t have preplanned lessons.
She waits to see what interests the class. p. 6)

6. How does Calder feel about Ms. Hussey’s teaching methods? Do you think Calder’s class
should be studying regular subjects? Why or why not? (He feels they are “doing real
exploration, real thinking—not just finding out about what a bunch of dead, famous grown-ups
believed.” Answers will vary, but discussion should include comparing traditional and constructivist
teaching methods. p. 7)

14 © Novel Units, Inc.

A
ll

rig
ht

s
re

se
rv

ed

discriminating (1) 
convention (1) 
pretentious (2) 
agitated (3) 
coincidence (3) 
gullible (4) 
relevant (6) 
papyrus (7) 
petroglyphs (7) 
brutal (9) 
exceptionally (11) 
collaborations (11) 
mediocre (11) 
labyrinth (14) 
pathetic (20) 
sophisticated (21) 
stupendous (23) 
hybrid (23) 
restricted (32) 
tittered (32)

Vocabulary
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7. Why did Calder’s grandmother say he breathed patterns? (Calder thinks by seeing patterns and
making connections as shown by his pulling out the pentomino L. His thought process: L stands for
letter; a letter is a rectangular shape; L is the twelfth letter of the alphabet, and one of the twelve
pentominoes; the date is the 12th day of October. p. 9)

8. Why does Petra ask questions that don’t have answers? (It’s a game she plays. Petra thinks
humans need questions more than answers. p. 10)

9. What happens at Powell’s Used Books to make Petra furious with herself? (The bookstore is
Petra’s hideaway until Calder joins her spying on their teacher. She doesn’t know if the incident will
change her experiences at Powell’s or start a relationship with Calder. pp. 14–17)

10. Why are Petra and Calder worn out by the time they walk to school? (from trying to think of
something to say while not saying what they are really thinking, p. 26)

11. Why does Ms. Hussey’s letter assignment fail? (Receiving an unforgettable letter rarely happens,
and writing an unforgettable letter is difficult unless something important happens. pp. 26–27)

12. How does Ms. Hussey react when the museum guard brings Calder and Petra to her? (She
thanks the guard, dismissing him, then compliments Calder and Petra for good thinking. She asks 
if they found anything. pp. 32–33)

Supplementary Activities
1. Writing: Write a well-developed paragraph about what you would do if you received this

letter (pp. 1–2). 

2. Literary Analysis: Begin Character Webs (page 9 of this guide) for Calder, Petra, and 
Ms. Hussey. Add information as you read the story.

3. Art: Calder’s class communicates for one day using nothing but drawings (p. 7). Give a
current event news story to your class using only drawings.

4. Abstract Reasoning: On pages 13 and 14 of the novel, Calder sees pentomino shapes in his
kitchen. List pentomino shapes you see in your classroom. 

5. Social Studies: Petra is a “club sandwich of cultures” (p. 20), and Calder is a “hybrid kid” 
(p. 23). Define culture. Give examples of different cultures. List things common to all
cultures. Explain the benefits of many cultures blending together. Explain any difficulties
blending cultures may cause, and brainstorm possible solutions.

6. Art History: Read “Ways of Seeing” and “Chase Down a Vermeer” at the end of the book.
Review the activity, Looking at Art, on page 10 of this guide. Discuss the Elements of Art 
in class.
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Character Web

Directions: Complete the attribute web below by filling in information specific to a character
in the book. 

His/her statements

His/her behavior

Others’ behavior
toward him/her

His/her thoughts

Others’ statements
toward him/her

Others’ statements
about him/her

Name
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