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Fostering Authentic Inquiry and 
Investigation through Middle Grade 

Mystery and Suspense Novels

Introduction

According to the Common Core 
State Standards (Council of Chief 
State School Officers & National 

Governors’ Association [CCSSO & NGA], 
2010), college and career readiness also re-
quires research and media skills that should 
be embedded throughout the standards. 

Middle level students are expected to learn and 
be able to locate, read, comprehend, evaluate, 
synthesize, and report on information, conduct 
research to answer a variety of questions and 
solve problems, and analyze and create print and 
nonprint texts in conventional and emerging 
media forms. Young Adult (YA) literature is the 
perfect way to engage middle level students while 
covering these standards. According to Joyce 
Stallworth, “Today’s young adult literature is so-
phisticated, complex, and powerful. It deserves to 
be part of the literary tradition in middle and high 
schools” (2006, p. 59). Teachers can easily meet 
learning goals because every literary element that 
is found in the literary canon is witnessed in qual-
ity young adult literature. Furthermore, teachers 
who use YA literature can meet their learning 
goals while providing “middle level students with 
opportunities to see their potential through char-
acters that speak to them as teenagers” (Perry & 
Stallworth, 2013, p. 17).

Our Situated Context
In this article, we, a department head of cur-
riculum materials center libraries and a reading 

education professor at a Southeastern university, 
wish to encourage the use of the mystery and sus-
pense genre in YA literature as a tool for foster-
ing authentic inquiry and investigation in grades 
6 through 8. Mystery and suspense is a genre of 
natural inquiry. Questions have to be answered 
and research undertaken in order to solve the 
mystery. Often, the reader can engage right 
along with the protagonist as he or she attempts 
to solve the mystery. 

There are numerous mystery and suspense 
titles available for grades 6 to 8 that engage read-
ers in a complex mystery, raise open-ended ques-
tions, are relevant to readers’ lives, are pleasurable 
to read, promote research and investigation 
about the problem, and result in rich discussions. 
When searching for these titles for the class-
room, a school librarian is an excellent resource. 
Other resources, the ones that we consulted, are 
Booklist’s recommended crime books and the 
Edgar Awards (for best mystery/suspense fiction) 
Youth and Young Adult nominees and winners. 

The titles that we read are psychological 
thrillers, and some are genre blends of mystery/
suspense with supernatural, steampunk, and sci-
ence fiction elements. We intentionally chose 
titles that had been published within the past 
five years in order to offer teachers and middle 
level students an opportunity to try newer YA 
works. For the purposes of this article, we chose 
to present our thoughts (Lave & Wenger, 1991) 
on how teachers can use one of the YA books, 
Under the Egg, to develop and promote authentic 
inquiry and investigation. We conclude by pre-
senting teachers with a very brief summary of the 
remaining YA books we examined on this topic 
(see Figure 1). 
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Connections from readwritethink

Students examine story elements and vocabulary associated with mystery stories through directed learning–thinking ac-
tivities and then track these features as they read mystery books from the school or classroom library in this lesson plan 
from ReadWriteThink.org. Several activities at the Millennium Mystery Madness website, plus a story map project, add to 
understanding and appreciation of the mystery genre. Students plan their own original mystery stories with the help of 
the interactive Mystery Cube, peer edit and revise their stories, and publish them online.

http://bit.ly/1NMJePA 
Lisa Storm Fink

www.ReadWriteThink.org

Under the Egg
“Sorry, Theo, it’s bigger than the both of us 
now,” perfectly sums up Laura Marx Fitzgerald’s 
middle grade mystery, Under the Egg (2014, p. 
198). This beautifully written book involves read-
ers in carefully reading historical details, piecing 
the puzzle together, and tracking down clues 
from modern New York City to World War II 
(WWII) and back. Teachers can use the book as 
a class novel, as a class read-aloud, or in literature 
circles (and for independent reading purposes). 
The characters are real and engaging, and chap-
ters are relatively short with action moving fairly 
quickly. But, what makes it the perfectly blended 
middle grade novel is the fact that the plot is full 
of historical and artistic curiosities that natu-
rally generate solid questions that beg for young 
sleuths to dig in and further investigate. 

Theodora (Theo) Tenpenny is introduced to 
the readers in a most tragic way. Coming home 
from a scavenging trip, she finds her grandfa-
ther, Jack Tenpenny, surrounded by emergency 
services and neighbors in the road just minutes 
before he dies. Theo’s grandfather uses those last 
minutes to summon strength and encourage his 
granddaughter to look under the egg where she 
will find both a letter and a treasure. The egg re-
fers to one of Jack’s paintings that hangs over the 
mantel: the painting that Theo accidently spills 
rubbing alcohol over. But, it is a lucky accident, 
indeed, as the rubbing alcohol removes the top 
layer of paint to reveal another painting under-

neath. The new painting resembles the work of 
Renaissance artist Raphael. If it is a Raphael, the 
work could potentially save Theo and her moth-
er from financial ruin. But, how is one to know 
this for certain? Theo and her new friend Bodhi 
must embark on an investigation to uncover the 
mystery behind the painting. From the very be-
ginning of the novel, Under the Egg lends itself 
to authentic inquiry: Why would someone paint 
over another painting? 

Especially important about Under the Egg 
is that the protagonists model authentic inquiry 
and rich research. Theo and Bodhi begin with a 
Google search to gain an understanding of prac-
tices and procedures for restoring and dating art-
work as well as determining the value of a piece 
of artwork. The girls realize, however, that re-
search and the knowledge attained from it do not 
happen within a vacuum. They visit the library 
and befriend Eddie, the newly minted hipster 
librarian, who finds books to provide some his-
torical and biographical context to their mystery 
and also introduces them to government websites 
that provide veterans affairs information. The in-
formation they access through this last research 
effort actually provides them with an important 
lead in eventually finding out about the rightful 
owner of the painting. The girls also reach out 
to experts in the field, seeking help from a com-
munity minister to translate Latin when their 
language translation phone app fails to provide 
a clear understanding of text on the painting and 
interviewing a WWII veteran in a nursing home 

h33-37-Mar16-VM.indd   34 1/31/16   4:24 PM



page

35

Voices from the Middle, Volume 23 Number 3, March 2016

Hood and Zygouris-Coe  |  Fostering Authentic Inquiry and Investigation

to garner further information about Jack and his 
time in the war. As the girls continue to gather 
information, they realize that they have to make 
sense of all of the information they have gathered 
through their research efforts. And so they em-
bark on a process of “mining” the information, 
critically thinking about it, and making infer-
ences using evidence from “data.” They analyze 
the information to determine what is helpful and 
what is not. They talk through the process and 
listen to each other’s thoughts and perspectives. 
They think about the clues, ask questions, and 
seek more information until they find pieces to 
the puzzle that actually fit. In this novel, all types 
of research are utilized, with no one type being 
privileged over another. The girls use Google 
searches and phone apps to help them in their 
quest for meaning, and they are also introduced 
to a host of survivor archives (i.e., primary docu-
ments) through the Center for Jewish History. 

Under the Egg even models for readers that 
our research sometimes seems dead in the water. 
Early on, when the girls are told that their paint-
ing is not a Raphael and not of the Renaissance 
period, the girls question the reasons why it may 
not be; in doing so, they emulate researchers’ 
habits of mind as they ask the question, “Why 
would you create a fake Old Master by painting 
over an old canvas, and then paint over it again?” 
(p. 72). Furthermore, this book teaches middle 
level students that there are multiple perspec-
tives on phenomena, events, or evidence, that 
it is important to look at all perspectives as they 
seek answers to specific questions, and that it is 
important to look for the bigger picture. 

This novel fits into English language arts, 
social studies/history, and art class curricula and 
can easily be paired with any number of nonfic-
tion works about the Renaissance, the Jewish 
Holocaust, and World War II. Finally, Under the 
Egg also lends itself to inquiry, open-ended, and 
essential questions that have no single or correct 
answer so that middle level students have many 

opportunities to actively embrace the research 
process. Inquiry questions facilitate mining of the 
text and promote understanding (Fisher, Frey, & 
Lapp, 2015; McTighe & Wiggins, 2013). Teach-
ers can team teach with school librarians and ex-
plore many of the kinds of research and resources 
that Theo and Bodhi use in the novel. Teachers 
can also consider (virtual or physical) field trips 
to museums and archives, not to mention inviting 
experts into the classroom 
to offer related informa-
tion on the historical and 
other events and questions 
that arise in Under the Egg. 
(See Table 1 for further in-
quiry questions, resources, 
and suggestions.)

As Steven Wolk states, 
“No longer is the curricu-
lum simply the novel or 
the facts to be learned but, 
rather, the middle level stu-
dents and their teacher to-
gether using books, other 
authentic resources, and their own opinions and 
experiences….” (2009, p. 666). Under the Egg is a 
wonderful way to explore the ethical complexities 
of war and the spoils of war, how museums have 
built their amazing collections over the centuries, 
and what constitutes ownership of great works of 
art. There are no simple or “right” answers to 
these questions, but the authentic research and 
types and amount of critical thinking that middle 
level students will undertake as they discuss and 
formulate their answers could generate a love for, 
and an understanding of, inquiry and investiga-
tion. The possibilities are both tangible and end-
less. It is our hope that teachers will embrace the 
untapped potential of quality YA literature for 
developing middle level students’ content, lit-
eracy, and research knowledge and skills.

And so they embark on a 

process of “mining” the in-

formation, critically think-

ing about it, and making 

inferences using evidence 

from “data.” They analyze 

the information to deter-

mine what is helpful and 

what is not. 
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Table 1. Under the Egg: Teacher Suggestions and Resources for Promoting Authentic Student Inquiry and Extended 
Learning

Essential Question:  Does famous or recovered artwork belong to the public (in a museum) or to the private collector?  

Inquiry Questions
•	 What was the Renaissance and why was it so important historically and artistically?  
•	 What is iconography and how does it apply to Renaissance art?  
•	 Who is Raphael and why is he important?  
•	 What other artists influenced Raphael’s art?  
•	 What do World War II and great art have to do with each other?  
•	 Who are the Monument Men?  
•	 What are the Geneva Conventions?
•	 Is there still unrecovered art from World War II?  
•	 Is art from World War II in museums or in the hands of private collectors?
•	 Is there art that was inspired from the World War II period of horror and tragedy?  
•	 Is it easy to steal a great or classic work of art? Is there evidence about great art heists?

Additional Resources
Human Resources Online Resources Media Resources 
•	Invite a historian to 

class to discuss art 
that is stolen and 
then recovered.

•	Library of Congress http://www.loc.gov/ for primary docu-
ments on World War II, Jewish history; The Smithsonian 
for photos and images on the Monuments Men.  http:// 
www.smithsonianmag.com/history/true-story-monuments-
men-180949569/?no-ist 

•	Learn about the Holocaust http://www.ushmm.org/learn 
•	Learn about World War II through images http://www 

.loc.gov/today/cyberlc/feature_wdesc.php?rec=4613

•	The Monuments Men 
http://www.monuments-
men.com/ 

•	Chat via Internet 
with museum 
curators about art 
and to whom it 
belongs.

•	Archives of American Art & The Monuments Men http://
www.aaa.si.edu/exhibitions/monuments-men.

•	Herb & Dorothy http:// 
www.pbs.org/independent 
lens/herb-and-dorothy/ 
and/or http://herband 
dorothy.com/

•	Invite an artist 
to talk about art 
collectors, either 
in person or via 
Internet chat

•	United States Holocaust Memorial Museum—see Looted 
Art section http://www.ushmm.org/research/research-in-
collections/search-the-collections/bibliography/looted-art. 

•	The Rape of Europa http://
www.pbs.org/therapeof 
europa/ 

General Resources
•	About Laura Marx Fitzgerald, author of Under the Egg 
•	http://www.lauramarxfitzgerald.com/#!books/cnec
•	Interview with the Laura Marx Fitzgerald, author of Under the Egg https://fearlessfifteeners.wordpress.com/ 

2014/03/18/all-four-kids-an-interview-with-laura-marx-fitzgerald-author-of-under-the-egg/ 
•	Learn about the Renaissance http://www.learner.org/interactives/renaissance/ 
•	Who was Raphael? http://www.nationalgallery.org.uk/artists/raphael 
•	View Raphael’s work at the National Academy of Art http://www.nga.gov/content/ngaweb/features/slideshows/

raphael.html#slide_1
•	Learn about the Geneva Conventions http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/honor/filmmore/ps_geneva.html 
•	Famous art heists http://www.pbs.org/independentlens/stolen/famousheists.html

Other
•	Current art debate: Who owns the Elgin Marbles? Greece or Great Britain? http://www.nytimes.com/2015/05/15/

world/europe/greece-british-museum-elgin-marbles.html?_r=0 
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Figure 1. Other YA novels used for our study.
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