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A Proposal for the Creation of a Minor in 

Forensic Science

Overview

We propose the creation of an innovative new Minor in Forensic Science (FRSC) that addresses the growing national and regional interest in forensics.  The proposed minor will be appropriate for students with majors in the Natural Sciences, Engineering, or Computer Science.  We believe that the curriculum structure of the proposed minor will make it a particularly attractive complement to students with majors in biology, chemistry, and related fields.  This new minor will introduce students to the technical, psychological, and legal aspects of forensic science.  The minor relies on existing courses where possible, and also requires the creation of three new courses.

It is expected that a significant number of students undertaking the proposed FRSC minor will be interested in future enrollment in Mason’s graduate certificate program in forensics.  There are many opportunities in the Northern VA region for employment in the forensics field.  For example, regional government facilities expected to hire graduates of forensics science programs include the VA Department of Forensic Science, the VA Medical Examiner’s Office, local police departments, the Department of Health, the FBI, EPA, NIH, and USDA, as well as a variety of private firms.

The proposed minor is designed to meet the challenge of preparing students with diverse backgrounds for subsequent education in the field of forensics.  Students completing the program will:

· Have a strong foundation in science and the scientific process.

· Understand how fields such as chemistry and biology are applied to forensic studies.

· Understand DNA profiling and the interpretation of toxicological studies.

· Have a greater appreciation for, and understanding of, the non-science aspects of forensics.

Because the proposed certificate is highly interdisciplinary in nature, it will not be administered in a single department. Instead, the program will be administered by the Dean’s Office in the College of Science.

Market Demand for Forensic Scientists

The Bureau of Labor Statistics states that the number of jobs available for trained forensic science technicians is expected to increase much faster than average. Furthermore, crime scene technicians who work for state Public Safety Departments should experience favorable employment prospects.
 A recent report by Loyola University cites several studies predicting an ever-increasing demand for forensic scientists, with 10,000 new forensic scientists required in the next five years to sufficiently staff the nation’s forensic laboratories.
 Dillon (1999) noted that “job opportunities for forensic scientists are expected to increase as a result of the judicial system’s continuing need for corroborating evidence in prosecutions. However, forensic scientists can expect competition for jobs at the Departments of Justice, Treasury, and other Federal law enforcement agencies. Job opportunities will be best for crime lab professionals who have an advanced degree or certification in a forensics specialty.”
 The accuracy of this prediction is confirmed by Pyrek (2007), who states that “the demand for forensic services is escalating. In many jurisdictions around the country, the demand for testing has increased for crime laboratory analyses, but funding has not kept pace with this increasing demand.”
 The American Academy of Forensic Sciences further notes that “as crime continues to evolve with technology and society, forensic scientists will be challenged and will respond to the investigative demands by applying established technologies and, where necessary, developing new ones. These emerging forensic science disciplines will continue to be of vital importance to the courts and society in general.”

Evidence of Student Demand

The popularity of television shows such as CSI, Cold Case, Bones, etc. has introduced the general public to forensic science.  As a result, high school students attending GMU recruitment fairs consistently inquire about the availability of classes in forensic science, particularly those who visit the Chemistry table.  Thus, anecdotal evidence suggests a strong demand among potential GMU students.  

GMU undergraduates with majors such as biology and chemistry may be interested in the minor proposed here due to its interdisciplinary nature, and the strong prospect for local employment upon graduation. We expect that a significant number of these GMU undergraduates will apply to admission into the new Forensics graduate certificate program so that they can become qualified for the many opportunities for forensics employment in the Northern VA region. We anticipate an enrollment of at least five minors per year within this program, primarily from the chemistry department and the department of molecular and microbiology, and we expect that the level of demand will increase in the future as word of the new minor spreads throughout the student body. We also anticipate that this minor will prove popular with students in other science and engineering disciplines, because of the practical training and credentials it provides.

Curriculum of the Minor

The structure of the proposed minor is based on the guidelines found in the George Mason University catalog, which states that:

“Students may elect minor programs of study in addition to major fields by completing the Declaration or Change of Minor section of the Change/Declaration of Academic Program Form. Minors usually require between 15 and 21 credits of study, at least 8 of which must be applied only to that minor and may not be used to fulfill requirements of the student's major, concentration, an undergraduate certificate, or another minor. Students must complete at least 6 credits in their minor at Mason and achieve a minimum 2.00 GPA in courses applied to the minor. Students interested in a minor should consult the appropriate chapters in this catalog.”

“Minor: A complement to a bachelor’s degree program or major normally requiring at least 15 credits in a field other than the student’s major.”  This means that students majoring in Biology, for example, would need to take at least 15 credits of non-BIOL courses within the minor.

The proposed minor in Forensic Science consists of 20 credit hours of coursework, including:

Foundation Science Courses (8 credits from the following list):
CHEM 211/212 – Introductory Chemistry (8)

BIOL 213 – Cell Structure and Function (4)

BIOL 305/306 – Biology of Microorganisms/Biology of Microorganisms Laboratory (4)

PHYS 243-246 – College Physics (8)

PHYS 160, 161, 260, 261 – University Physics (8)

Forensic Courses (12 credits from the following two categories)

Forensic Science Courses (minimum of 6 credits from the following list):
FRSC 420 – Forensic Toxicology (3)

FRSC 440 – Forensic Chemistry (3)

FRSC 460 – Forensic DNA Sciences (3)

Forensic non-Science Courses (minimum of 3 credits from the following list):
PSYC 231 – Social Psychology (3)

SOCI 301 – Criminology (3)

ADJ 101 – Introduction to Criminal Justice (3)

ADJ 400 – Applied Criminal Psychology (3)

Summary

The proposed minor in Forensic Science will provide an attractive option for Natural Science and Engineering students who wish to augment their major degree program with additional courses forming a general introduction to forensic science.  Students completing the proposed minor may develop an interest in pursuing further education in the forensics field, perhaps enrolling in Mason’s graduate certificate program in forensic science.
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