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Overview:  Learning biology and basic scientific principles can be both fun and challenging when one capitalizes on popular science-related trends such as the art and science of forensics. Many television programs devote significant air time to the nature, variety, and even the underlying science of the forensic methods that law enforcement and crime scene technicians use to solve cases.  The public has become fascinated with this technology.


Most of the twelve activities included in this unit were designed for a non-major’s, freshman-only biology course which used forensics as the cohesive theme. The twelve activities are presented here in a sequence that could be used to support such a course, or to add interest to an existing intro biology course. Students start with learning about making observations and formulating hypotheses (and alternative hypotheses) and then progress to the culminating project for the course, “solving” a cold case which consists of a box of evidence with or without some supporting documentation. As they progress through the various activities, they gain knowledge and skills and develop some tools in the form of databases that will help them with the final project.  With this strategy, they are motivated to work hard on earlier units to produce products that support their efforts on the final project.

Many of the activities presented here have also been used as individual activities or units in a diversity of other courses.  For example, some of the DNA profiling activities fit well into an introductory biology or a genetics course. The hair analysis activity could be added to a mammalogy course. All of the activities promote active learning and help students to develop their problem solving strategies.

Learning Science Through Forensics

Table of Contents

Activity # and Title






Format
1 – Crime Scene Analysis and the Scientific Method


in-class
2 – The “Body” Farm, Part I: The Effect of Environmental

field

      Conditions and Microbial Action on the Rate of 




      Decomposition

3 – The “Body” Farm, Part II: Forensic Entomology


field/in-class

4 – The “Body” Farm, Part III: The Effect of Temperature

in-class

      on Insect Development 

5 – Creating a Field Guide to Blood Spatter, Part I


in-class

6 – Creating a Field Guide to Blood Spatter, Part II


in-class

7 – Hair Analysis






in-class

8 – Forensics and Blood Typing




in-class/ homework

9 – Can and Should a Relative’s DNA be Used in the

in-class, homework

      Identification and/or Conviction of a Suspect


and discussion

10 – DNA Profiling Activity (Using RFLP Analysis)

in-class

11 – DNA Profiling Activity (Paper Simulation)


in-class

12 – Cold Case Investigations





in-class
