MEMORY/RECALL Activity
Crime scene investigators are trained to observe thing carefully. Students enrolled in any science

class need to perceive the natural world with all of their senses. Information is gathered and must

be recorded as precisely as possible. Recorded information may be represented in both

quantitative and qualitative form through narratives or sketches.

In order for students to understand the importance of observation and inference, an

unusual situation is “staged” known as “Crazy Lady”. On the first day of Crime Scene Analysis

through Forensic Science, students are instructed to complete a questionnaire about their

scientific background. During this time, an assistant (whom the students have never met),

dressed in multiple layers of clothing, wearing different earrings, shoes, or socks, and carrying

miscellaneous items in a bag or purse, enters the room. The assistant walks around the room

whispering to a few students, making noises with necklaces or bells, stopping to eat a piece of

candy, or ruffle through her bag. The “Crazy Lady” is only in the room for about three to five

minutes. The students continue working on their questionnaire not sure of what’s going on and

trained not to stare at anything unusual. Meanwhile, the instructor of the course busies herself

moving papers or setting up the next activity. In some cases, the instructor has even removed

one of the student’s backpacks from the room unbeknownst to him/her. When the students have

completed their questionnaire, they are given another paper with the simple question “What

happened in the room?” Surprisingly, some students were not even aware of “Crazy Lady’s”

presence. Some students pick up on more information depending on their placement in the room

and if the woman actually whispered to the student. Students who remember something about

“Crazy Lady” often fail to notice what the other instructor did in the room. The discussion leads to

the concept of eyewitness testimony and the importance of observation during the course and in

all walks of life. Students follow up the activity with the software FACES, which involves memory

and recall of human faces and the construction of faces.

This activity sets the tone for my course. From this moment on, students are very

observant of their surroundings and maintain an accurate record of subsequent activities ranging

from mock crime scenes to following laboratory directions for DNA electrophoresis or microscopy.

MOCK CRIME SCENES

Students are asked to solve a mock crime scene utilizing skills of observation, measurement

mapping, microscopy of hair and fibers, fingerprint collection and lifting/development, and

identification of unknown substances.

A mock crime scene is set up in one of the student lounges. With permission from the

nursing department, a nursing model serves as a victim. Students are given a brief scenario as

to the situation similar to a 911 police call. Students are given time in the scene to write a

narrative, photograph the scene, sketch the scene, and accurately map it. Additionally, students

make a list of evidence to be collected and a series of questions about the scene. In lieu of

actual people playing witnesses or suspects, student present their questions to me in writing and I

answer the questions. In future courses, I plan on actually having colleagues “play” these

individuals to make the case more realistic. Students conduct the analyses of the evidence to

draw a conclusion about the case.

Each year, I change the case and incorporate different pieces of evidences which take a

great deal of planning. Names of victim, witnesses, and suspects have included Wendy Dye,

C.A. Daver, Barry L. Plotz, Ima Grave, Hugh Dunnit, Evi Dense, and Sim E. Terry. The most

difficult part is anticipating the students’ questions towards witnesses or suspects. Television has

greatly influenced their line of questioning and students tend to overlook the obvious and go for

the extreme circumstance.

DECOMPOSITION STUDY

The Anthropological Research Facility at the University of Tennessee in Knoxville has provided a

collection of data regarding decomposition. High school students can duplicate this study.

Students are presented with the following questions:

* What is decomposition?

* What are stages of decomposition?

* What factors affect decomposition?

Subsequently, students design their own decomposition study using donated deceased rats from

a university. In the past, students designed their own experimental model to include a secluded,

wooded location that permitted shade and direct sunlight. Students constructed and anchored a

cage to place the specimen without fear of another animal tampering or removing the specimen.

One specimen was placed in a direct sunlight cage and the other was placed in a shade cage.

Humidity and temperature probes were utilized to collect data. Additionally, students studied the

life cycle of several insects and familiarized themselves with characteristics for identification.

Some insects at various life cycle stages were collected and allowed to continue development

into adult form. As decomposition progresses, students witness the stages of decomposition

leading up to skeletonization. Students observe the stages and collect the skeleton for

comparison to human anatomy.
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