
ABSTRACT

Many students have an idea of what forensic scientists do based on the 

success of TV shows like CSI.  These shows glamorize the field work 

portion of a forensic scientist’s job.  Based on this assumption, it was 

hypothesized that the 7th and 8th grade students who participated in the 

Fairmont State CSI (Crime Scene Investigations) summer camps would 

prefer the criminal justice (CJ) field-based activities over the lab 

(science) activities.  During both the 2004 and 2005 camps, surveys that 

asked students to rate activities using a Likert scale (really liked=1, 

liked=2, did not like=3, and really did not like=4) were completed by 

participants (21 in 2004; 29 in 2005).  The field-based activities included 

such things as crime scene search, crime scene sketching, eyewitness 

testimony, and fingerprinting.  The laboratory-based activities included 

analysis of unknown powders, blood presence/typing, thread analysis, 

ink chromatography, and DNA identification.  The results indicate that 

the lab-based activities were slightly preferred by the participants.  

Nearly 83% of 2004 participants said they really liked or liked the CJ-

based activities, compared to the lab-based activities which 88% of 

participants really liked or liked.  The percentage numbers from the 2005 

camp were similar, with 85% and 83% liked or really liked ratings for 

laboratory- and field-based activities, respectively.  Based on the results, 

middle school students participating in the CSI camps did not prefer CJ-

based activities over laboratory-based activities.  The CSI camps were 

funded by the Fairmont State GEAR-UP (Gaining Early Awareness & 

Readiness for Undergraduate Programs) grant. 

INTRODUCTION

Forensic Science has become very popular among children and adults over 

the past few years. T.V. shows such as CSI, Forensic Files, and Cold Case 

Files opened the door to how crime scenes are investigated and solved. 

Although the T.V. series, CSI, is unrealistic when it comes to how 

evidence is really processed. It shows DNA evidence being processed in a 

matter of seconds, when in reality, it takes several hours or even days for 

DNA evidence to be processed. Forensic Files and Cold Case Files show 

“real” crimes that have been solved through advances in technology. This 

technology has enabled investigators to solve cases as old as thirty years. 

DNA analysis has played a vital role in providing the ability to solve 

crime. Since its advancements in the 90’s, DNA has been responsible for 

putting the guilty behind bars and letting the innocent go free. DNA can 

also be used to identify an unknown victim. Just recently scientists have 

devised a method for extracting mitochondrial DNA, which is located in 

the hair shaft, therefore the hair root is no longer necessary for DNA 

analysis. There is always a clue left a crime scene that will lead to the 

perpetrator. These clues must be properly handled and subjected to 

laboratory procedures to determine a criminals identity.   

The objective of this project was to investigate whether CSI summer camp 

participants preferred laboratory- or field-based activities.

MATERIALS AND METHODS

During both the 2004 and 2005 GEAR-Up sponsored CSI camps, 

surveys that asked 7th and 8th grade participants to rate activities 

using a Likert scale (really liked=1, liked=2, did not like=3, and 

really did not like=4) were completed by participants (21 in 2004; 

29 in 2005). Table 1 gives the types of activities provided for the 

students. These are the activities that were rated on the survey. 

Table 1.

Do middle school students who are interested in Forensic Science 

like field work or laboratory work better?
Amy Jaggie and Mark Flood;  Department of Biology, Chemistry and Geoscience; Fairmont State University, Fairmont, WV 26554

DISCUSSION

These surveys suggest that 7th and 8th graders are slightly

more interested in laboratory activities compared to 

field-based activities. Therefore the students are just as 

likely to become “Lab Forensic Scientists” as they are 

“Crime Scene Investigators” if they were to choose this 

type of career. These results are surprising because it 

was expected that the students would prefer the field-

based activities, especially the ones glorified on the 

forensics shows on television, over the laboratory 

activities.  Perhaps the fact that the CSI camp is 

advertised in the GEAR-Up brochure as a “science” 

camp attracts participants who are just as interested in 

lab work as they are field work.

RESULTS

The results indicate that the lab-based activities were slightly 

preferred by the participants.  Nearly 83% of 2004 participants 

said they really liked or liked the CJ-based activities, compared to 

the lab-based activities which 88% of participants really liked or 

liked.  The percentage numbers from the 2005 camp were similar, 

with 85% and 83% liked or really liked ratings for laboratory- and 

field-based activities, respectively. Figures 1 and 2 illustrate the 

results from the 2004/2005 surveys.
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Figure 1.  Results for the 2004 Activity Survey Completed by middle school students during CSI camp    

Figure 2.  Results for the 2005 Activity Survey Completed by middle school students during CSI camp
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Field-based activities Laboratory-based activities

Observe and record (eyewitness) Unknown powders lab

Crime scene sketching Blood presence/typing

Shoe print analysis Urinalysis (2004 only)

Crime scene search Separation of inks (chromatography)

Handwriting analysis Blood spatter analysis

Latent fingerprints DNA analysis

Inked fingerprints Leaf identification (2005 only)

Tire track analysis Soil analysis

Glass fracture patterns (2005 only) Bone evidence

Simulated autopsy (2005 only)

Fiber (thread) analysis


