
The Case of the Missing Laptop 

 

The scenario: 

Mrs. Callisto, the seventh grade science teacher, has reported that her laptop has gone 
missing. She had set it up in the faculty room to do some work after school and left it 
there for ten minutes – between 4.05pm and 4.15pm – while she went to get some 
resources from the science closet at the other end of the building. She had plugged the 
laptop into an outlet and whoever took it unplugged the cord and took that, too. 
Fingerprints have been found on the electric socket. A security code is needed to get in 
and out of the building during after-school hours, so only members of the staff had 
access at this time. 

 

The suspects: 

There are five suspects who were all in school at the time: 

 Mrs. Starr – the Lead Teacher 

 Mrs. Gardner – the President of the Board of Education 

 Mr. Harper – the Security Officer 

 Mr. Neptune – a substitute teacher 

 Mr. Ryan – the custodian who was covering for the regular custodian, who was 
out sick 
 
 

The evidence: 

An anonymous handwritten memo has been pinned to the faculty room bulletin board 
that states: 

Do not leave staff laptops unattended – or else! 

 
No one knows who put it there. Pens belonging to each of the suspects are available for 
analysis. The custodian had sprinkled a deodorizer on the hallway carpet outside the 
faculty room, but this was not vacuumed prior to the crime being committed. Shoe 
scrapings will be tested for deposits of this powder. Each of the suspects has made a 
statement to police and had their fingerprints taken.  

 

 



The investigation: 
 
As the CSI in charge of the investigation, you have performed forensic tests on each 
suspect’s pens and shoes. Those tests are described below. 
 
Fingerprints 
 
Although no two individual’s fingerprints are ever the same, they can generally be 
categorized as either loop, whorl, arch or composite. Loops are the most common 
fingerprint pattern. 
 
You found a number of fingerprints on the electrical socket in the faculty room. They 
were all composite and whorl patterns. You find that Mrs. Starr’s fingerprints are a loop 
pattern, Mrs. Gardner’s are arch pattern, Mr. Harper’s are composite, Mr. Neptune’s are 
loop, and Mr. Ryan’s fingerprints are a whorl pattern. Which suspects may have left 
their fingerprints at the scene of the crime? 
 
 
Shoe Scrapings 
 
At the end of the school day, the custodian always sprinkles deodorizer on the hallway 
carpet outside the faculty room. The deodorizer is then vacuumed, but on the date in 
question, this had not happened prior to the laptop’s disappearance. You believe that 
anyone entering the faculty room may have traces of the deodorizer on their shoes. You 
have taken scrapings from all the suspects’ shoes and sent them to the laboratory for 
analysis.  
 
The ingredients of the deodorizer include bicarbonate of soda, which produces bubbles 
when mixed with vinegar. The lab technician dropped vinegar from a pipette onto each 
shoe scraping and reported these results: No bubbles were produced when Mrs. 
Gardner’s and Mr. Neptune’s shoes were tested. Bubbles were produced when Mr. 
Ryan’s, Mr. Harper’s, and Mrs. Starr’s shoes were tested.  Which suspects may have 
been in the faculty room at the time the crime was committed? 
 
 
Chromatography 
 
Forensic experts can analyze ink using a special chromatography paper and water. 
Different kinds of ink wash out in different ways, so by testing the ink used to write the 
anonymous note found on the faculty bulletin board and comparing it with the ink from 
each suspect’s pen, you can determine if there is a match. 
 
You have collected a pen from each of the suspects and labeled them with their names. 
When you test the ink from each pen with the ink from the anonymous note, you find a 
match with Mrs. Gardner’s and Mr. Harper’s pens. 
 


