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FEATURE

An overwhelming 

number of forensics-themed 

curriculum resources is evident, 

but the CSI eff ect on science 

education is as inconclusive as a 

smudged fi ngerprint; mixed results 

are apparent for both teaching and 

learning of science. The crucial 

piece of missing evidence may 

be the integration of the school 

library into CSI-related activities. 

In the spirit of an analytical 

investigation, let’s examine CSI’s 

infl uence on science teaching 

and learning. Perhaps we can 

determine how the school library 

could be the perfect laboratory for 

further forensic experiments!

Prevalent use of the Crime Scene 

Investigation (CSI) television programs 

and forensic activities in secondary 

science classrooms may have 

left  many school library media 

specialists (SLMSs) unsure 

of how to connect with the science 

curriculum. Because CSI has 

mixed implications for learning 

and teaching, SLMSs have an 

opportunity to use each of their four 

Information Power roles to support 

and extend forensic activities 

and promote interest in science 

learning, achievement, and careers.

The Scene of the 
Investigation: CSICSI and 
Secondary Science Learning 
CSI’s popularity makes sense in the 

context of youth-oriented print and 

visual media, with its bold colors, 

strong images, and abundance of 

action (Johnson 2005). Young 

adult readers have always been 

interested in the mystery genre and 

its subgenre of police procedural 

(Dresang 1998; Charles, Morrison, 

and Clark 2002), and young 

adult viewers have been drawn 

to adventurous stories, sharply 

defi ned heroes and villains, and 

exotic settings. Likewise, CSI 

captures student interest through 

sophisticated plot lines and 

narrative structures that demand 

active involvement of younger 

consumers (Johnson 2005). 

Today’s secondary science 

students are highly visual and 

social learners who report that 

reading and discussion assist 

their understanding of science 

topics; they prefer active learning 

through laboratory experiments 

and multimedia presentations of 

content such as CSI episodes (Young 

2003; Guzzetti 2002). This 

preference is shown in the current, 

widespread use of streaming video 

and other multimedia, which have 

proven eff ective in supporting 

“THE CSI EFFECT,”  S

 
The CSI: Crime The CSI: Crime 

Scene Investigation Scene Investigation television 
series has become a pop culture 

juggernaut. It has spawned what many 
scientists and lawyers call “The CSI Eff ect,” 

in which forensic science is seen as fascinating, 
exhaustive, and infallible. Among the sixty-

three million weekly viewers of the CSI fr anchise 
(including the original CSI: Crime Scene Investigation, CSI: 
Miami, and CSI: NY), are undoubtedly a substantial 
number of middle and secondary school children 
in grades seven through twelve and their teachers. 
A recent National Science Teachers Association 
survey showed that 77 percent of middle and high 

school educators reported teaching forensic 
techniques in the science classroom 

and that they directly attribute this 
instructional prevalence to 

CSI (NSTA 2004). 
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student achievement and multiple 

literacies (CEO Forum on 

Education and Technology 2001; 

Becker 1994). Even if students 

do not watch CSI, the show 

has aff ected the way they learn 

science, as evidenced by a growing 

number of Web sites (Holt 2003); 

partnerships between professional 

organizations and media outlets 

such as CourtTV (NSTA 2003); 

CSI-specifi c products, such as 

nonfi ction book companions, 

fi ction book series, and video games 

(Gikas and Van Eck 2004); and 

collaborations between teachers 

and school librarians, such as those 

described in this issue of Knowledge 

Quest (Belben 2006, Gniewek and 

Moore 2006, Cullen 2006).

To its credit, CSI has had an 

eff ect on students’ desire to study 

science and led to the creation of 

many popular forensic science 

degree programs at the college and 

university level (Perkins 2004), 

even as student interest in science 

careers is otherwise fl agging 

(National Science Board 2006). 

Although the number of practicing 

forensic scientists is diffi  cult to 

accurately estimate, the number of 

jobs in the fi eld has grown and will 

continue growing (Occupational 

Outlook Handbook, 2005). 

Given the grim predictions of a 

slow-growing and aging science 

workforce (National Science Board 

2006), CSI’s impact on students 

entering college, initially to study 

forensic science, who are drawn to 

a wider range of science topics and 

careers (“Detecting New Interest in 

Science” 2003) is valuable.

While critiques of CSI are divided 

on the rigor of the science depicted 

in the programs, they do commonly 

conclude that at least some of 

the laboratory experiments are 

inaccurate, and that the day-to-day 

tasks and responsibilities of the 

investigator characters are almost 

entirely inaccurate (Goode 2004). 

Further, because CSI is neither 

created for children nor always 

delivered during child-fr iendly 

hours and channels, violence and 

adult-oriented situations largely 

goes uncontextualized.

The First Investigator 
on the Scene: Secondary 
Science Teachers
Although the National Science Education 

Standards (NSES) do not specifi cally 

mention forensic science or 

techniques, the standards do 

emphasize the importance of 

inquiry and analysis in science 

learning (National Research 

Council [NRC] 1996). Not only 

does the process of developing 

theories and investigating them 

 but HOWHOW
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through data collection and analysis 

(evidence) occur throughout the 

standards, but scholarly research 

supports the potential eff ectiveness 

of inquiry-based instruction in 

which students learn primarily 

by conducting experiments to 

test ideas and answer questions 

(Amaral, Garrison, and Klentschy 

2002; Stoddart et al. 2002; Stohr-

Hunt 1996).

Nonetheless, some science teachers 

lack the content or pedagogical 

base to help students become 

critical consumers of CSI and 

forensic technique. The Trends 

in International Mathematics 

and Science Study, conducted in 

1995, 1999, and 2003, reported 

that United States science and 

mathematics curriculum is woefully 

defi cient in teaching deductive logic 

(Schmidt, McKnight, and Raizen 

1997), and that United States 

teachers do not employ highly 

eff ective pedagogical strategies for 

middle and high school students. 

Because a persistently large number 

of science faculty teach out-of-

fi eld (Bobbitt and McMillen 

1995; Seastrom et al. 2002; 

National Science Board 2006), the 

knowledge and support for long-

term projects that require data 

analysis and conclusion-drawing 

may not be widely in place.

Further, CSI can be scrutinized as 

an educational source because of 

the inconsistency between real-life 

and reality-based drama. Hectic 

pacing, exotic murders, and 

elaborate experiments are crucial 

to the dramatic style of the show, 

but these elements mislead students 

about the type and number of 

careers possible and the techniques 

commonly used in forensic 

science. The emphasis on violent 

crime and sexual, fetish-driven 

scenarios also calls into question 

the wisdom of promoting CSI in 

the classroom. Even if teachers 

show only selected or edited 

episodes, students’ subsequent 

unguided or uninformed viewing 

can put teachers in the problematic 

position of promoting material 

with mature subject matter to 

underage audiences. While some 

educators accomplish this balance 

and are able to provide enhanced 

learning environments, clearly 

“The CSI Eff ect” has contradictory 

implications for the teaching and 

learning of science.

Further Investigation 
of the Scene: CSICSI and 
the School Library
Fortunately, there is an 

unexamined scene in the case 

of “The CSI Eff ect”: the school 

library. School libraries and 

SLMSs can be powerful partners 

in the eff ective use of CSI for 

educational purposes. Properly 

prepared, school librarians can use 

their vast laboratory of learning 

resources and techniques to 

support forensic activity.

However, for many SLMSs, science 

is a weak spot. As a result, they are 

oft en tentative about approaching 

collaborative relationships or 

collection development in any area 

of science (Mardis 2005; Young 

2003). This reluctance can be 

assuaged when one examines the 

overlap between science teaching 

and learning standards and widely 

accepted library media program 

standards for school libraries and 

librarians (Mardis 2006; Vassila 

2005). Both sets of standards 

call for educators to provide 

rigorous, inquiry-based learning 

opportunities through the use of a 

range of approaches and media. 

SLMSs can look to guidance 

fr om the four Information Power 

(AASL and AECT 1998) roles—

teacher, instructional partner, 

information specialist, and 

program administrator—to fr ame 

their support of science teachers 

and students who use CSI as a source 

of science concepts. Mardis (2006) 

illustrates some ways in which the 

two roles reinforce each other. 

As teachers, SLMSs can coach 

science learners in developing 

rich questions to probe the many 

library resources and tools for 

their information needs. Like CSI 

investigators, students can search 

databases for crucial information, 

identify specimens using reference 

books, or read about current crime 

in the news. These library activities 

build the content-rich base 

essential to all students’ learning in 

a classroom setting (Hirsh 2006).

With the consolidation of 

guidance departments, SLMSs 

“With more than three-quarters of secondary science teachers 

using CSI episodes and forensic techniques in the classroom, 

forensic activities may be the perfect bridge between science 

learning and the library.”
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have experienced increasing 

responsibility for career-

identifi cation activities at the 

secondary level. Whether it 

involves helping at-risk students 

identify their passions despite their 

academic struggles (Jones 2006), 

or providing a robust collection 

of multimedia resources and 

collaborative activities to stimulate 

thinking and discussion about 

future careers (Byerly and Brodie 

2005), SLMSs have a strong role 

to play in career counseling and 

professional expectation-setting.

As instructional partners, 

SLMSs join with teachers to identify 

connections between classroom 

curricula and the media center. 

For example, CSI episodes or any 

other commercial content cry out 

for media literacy analysis. In the 

classroom, teachers may be focused 

on a specifi ed sequence of science 

content through ordered tasks, but 

SLMSs can promote the inclusion 

of media literacy principles. 

Media-literate individuals 

understand that all media has a 

message. The school library is a great 

place for students to investigate the 

actual national statistics behind the 

crimes they see on CSI. In truth, 

homicide is at its lowest rates since 

the 1960s, and most murders involve 

arguments and handguns, not the 

exotic methods detailed on the show 

(Bureau of Justice Statistics 2005). 

All media messages are constructed 

and, while diff erent people may 

experience the same media message 

diff erently, all types of media have 

embedded values and points of view 

and are organized to gain profi t or 

power (Share, Jolls, and Thoman 

2005). With these concepts in place, 

students can use the basic media 

literacy toolkit of fi ve questions (see 

sidebar) to analyze any presentation 

of information. As Kymes (2005, 

278) wrote, “When library media 

specialists join with classroom 

teachers to incorporate media 

literacy . . . students are invited into 

the modern library media center 

where ideas, experience, equipment, 

and philosophy are woven together.” 

As information specialists, SLMSs 

evaluate and acquire information 

in all formats. Working closely 

with the science teacher, the SLMS 

can ensure that the media center 

collection contains a variety of 

current, quality information. 

Because science is such a rapidly 

changing fi eld, and forensic science 

such a current trend, the collection 

must be weeded oft en and 

encompass more than print (Young 

2001). Resources designed for an 

adult general-reading audience 

can expose students to alternate 

viewpoints and opportunities for 

analysis. For the school library 

collection, the growing number 

of fr ee digital science libraries 

can be unparalleled sources of 

innovative resources that allow 

students the opportunity to use 

expert-created learning objects that 

analyze DNA samples, remotely 

operate laboratory instruments, and 

examine human bones—all activities 

beyond the budget and facility of 

the average middle and high school 

science classroom (Mardis and 

Hoff man 2006).

In the program administrator 

role, SLMSs defi ne and direct the 

school library media program. 

The program administrator role 

also encompasses leadership 

responsibilities. Among those 

responsibilities is ensuring the 

ethical and legal use of media 

in the classroom. CSI and other 

televised commercial programs 

should be recorded and played 

according to principles of fair use. 

Many teachers may be unfamiliar 

with copyright and would not 

know that they cannot record CSI 

episodes at home, play them in 

the classroom, and keep them in 

their classroom for use in the next 

school year or semester. SLMSs 

can help teachers understand the 

off -air recording guidelines that 

allow the retention of the recorded 

episode for forty-fi ve consecutive 

5 Key 
Questions
of Media Literacy

1 Who created this 
message?

2 What techniques 
are used to attract 
my attention?

3
 How might 

different people 
understand 
this message 
differently?

4
 What lifestyles, 

values, and 
points of view are 
shown or left out 
of this message?

5 Why is this 
message being 
sent?
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calendar days (Torrans 2003). 

When teachers expect to use episodes 

each year, the library can buy the 

episodes, in which case an exemption 

to the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, 

stated in Section 110(1), allows for 

performance of the video or DVD 

for instructional purposes in such 

nonprofi t educational institutions as 

public schools (U.S. Copyright Act of 

1976 2005).

In addition to the acquisition of 

appropriate materials to supplement 

the curriculum, SLMSs are 

responsible for ensuring that library 

facilities are used fully and wisely. 

Unlike activities restricted to the 

classroom, the school library can host 

forensic simulations and experiments 

that require a lot of fl oor space and 

ready access to computers and other 

resources (Debro 2005; Stohr-Hunt 

1996). SLMSs who have had success 

in working with science teachers have 

found that their facilities’ spaces, oft en 

the largest in the school aside fr om 

the gymnasium, are a powerful lure 

(Mardis 2005).

An Open and Shut Case!
With more than three-quarters of 

secondary science teachers using CSI 

episodes and forensic techniques in 

the classroom, forensic activities may 

be the perfect bridge between science 

learning and the library. By joining 

the forensic classroom investigation 

team and working to ensure that 

the content and principles of this 

popular television program and its 

related materials are used eff ectively, 

SLMSs can build strong collaborative 

relationships with science teachers 

and assure that kids remain engaged in 

science and libraries. As one science 

teacher said, “keep it gross, and they’ll 

stay engrossed” (“Kids Pay Attention 

in Class When Science Education Gets 

Gross” 2002).

eSkeletons.org 
<http://eskeletons.org>
The eSkeletons Project is a Web 

site devoted to the study of human 

and primate comparative anatomy 

through a unique set of digitized 

versions of skeletons in 2-D and 3-

D in full color, animations, 

and much supplemental 

information. Check the site oft en 

for their new eForensics resources—

coming soon!

The FunWorks 
<http://thefunworks.edc.org>
Have your students ever wondered 

what career possibilities exist in 

fi elds that interest them? For 

example, do they enjoy art, music, 

or science? Would you like to 

help them fi nd information about 

interesting jobs in their interest 

area? The FunWorks helps kids 

explore what a day on the job might 

be like, how much money the job 

pays, or what training is needed. 

The site profi les eight forensic 

science careers and many others 

in exploration, math, science, 

medicine, law, technology, gaming, 

sports, and music.

Teachers’ Domain 
<www.teachersdomain.org>
Search this digital library of 

exemplary learning resources 

fr om public television and other 

high-quality, nonprofi t educational 

sources for “forensics,” and you’ll 

uncover a Shockwave application 

that teaches fi ngerprinting, an 

audio broadcast on DNA profi ling 

of criminals, an article that 

discusses how evidence works, and 

much more. The fr ee resources are 

correlated to curriculum standards.

BiosciEdNet (BEN) 
<www.biosciednet.org>
Filled with resources for high 

school students, a search of 

BEN for “forensics” reveals a 

game where students use online 

tools to analyze evidence for a 

fi ctitious murder, directions for 

a fi ngerprinting activity, and 

activities that combine forensic 

analysis with creative writing.

Michigan Teacher Network 
<http://michiganteacher.net>
A search of this digital library aimed 

at Michigan educators (but usable 

by teachers everywhere) yields 

WebQuests, lessons, Web sites, and 

many activities that support forensic 

science activities at home, in the 

classroom, or in the school library. 

SELECTED FORENSIC SCIENCE RESOURCES FROM THE NATIONAL SCIENCE DIGITAL LIBRARY
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