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B41 Implementing Independent Research Projects in a Graduate Forensic Science 
Degree Program

Walter F. Rowe, PhD*, George Washington University, Dept of Forensic Science, 2100 Foxhall Road, NW, Washington, DC 20007

After attending this presentation, attendees will understand the problems involved in implementing a program of independent 

research projects as required by the Forensic Science Education Programs Accreditation Commission (FEPAC).  These problems include 

obtaining adequate resources (such as instrumentation, reagents, and samples) and recruiting external members of research committees.

7KLV�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�ZLOO�LPSDFW�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�FRPPXQLW\�E\�VKRZLQJ�WKH�YDOXH�WR�WKH�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�¿HOG�RI�LQGHSHQGHQW�
research projects conducted by graduate students in forensic science degree programs and by encouraging forensic science practitioners 

to participate in such research projects as principal investigators or as members of research committees.

One of the accreditation requirements of FEPAC for forensic science graduate degree programs is that each student successfully 

complete an independent research project.  Successful completion entails writing a publishable manuscript reporting the student’s 

research results and a public presentation of the results before the student’s research committee.  The research committee has to have 

a minimum of three members, one of whom must be from outside the forensic degree program.  Studies validating existing analytical 

methods for use in a particular laboratory are excluded as acceptable research projects.

:KLOH�IHZ�IRUHQVLF�VFLHQFH�ODERUDWRULHV�FRQGXFW�UHVHDUFK��WKH�RYHUZKHOPLQJ�PDMRULW\�EHLQJ�FDVHZRUN�ODERUDWRULHV���IXWXUH�IRUHQVLF�
DQDO\VWV�EHQH¿W�IURP�FRQGXFWLQJ�VXFFHVVIXO�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFWV���)LUVW�RI�DOO��UHVHDUFK�SURMHFWV�SURYLGH�RSSRUWXQLWLHV�IRU�VWXGHQWV�WR�JDLQ�
greater experience in the operation of analytical instruments and in the interpretation of results.  Research projects also hone problem-

VROYLQJ�VNLOOV���)LQDOO\��WKH�UHTXLUHG�PDQXVFULSW�DQG�RUDO�SUHVHQWDWLRQ�EHIRUH�D�FRPPLWWHH�RI�H[SHULHQFHG�VFLHQWLVWV�JLYHV�WKH�VWXGHQWV�
IXUWKHU�H[SHULHQFH�ZLWK�FRPPXQLFDWLQJ�VFLHQWL¿F�LGHDV��H[SHULHQFH�ZKLFK�LV�GLUHFWO\�DSSOLFDEOH�WR�UHSRUW�ZULWLQJ�DQG�FRXUWURRP�WHVWLPRQ\�

$W�7KH�*HRUJH�:DVKLQJWRQ�8QLYHUVLW\��WKH�'HSDUWPHQW�RI�)RUHQVLF�6FLHQFHV�KDV�KDG�WR�GHDO�ZLWK�D�QXPEHU�RI�LVVXHV�LQ�HVWDEOLVKLQJ�
D�YLDEOH�PDVWHU¶V�OHYHO�UHVHDUFK�SURJUDP�DV�D�SDUW�RI�LWV�0DVWHU�RI�)RUHQVLF�6FLHQFH��0)6��GHJUHH�SURJUDP���)LUVW��LW�ZDV�UHDOL]HG�WKDW�
students need to start on a research project early in their degree programs.  This allows time for the student to recover from delays 

UHVXOWLQJ�IURP�VXFK�HYHQWV�DV�LQVWUXPHQW�EUHDNGRZQV�RU�IDLOXUH�RI�D�VHULHV�RI�H[SHULPHQWV���2QH�SDUWLFXODUO\�YH[LQJ�GHOD\�KDV�SURYHQ�WR�
be obtaining Institutional Review Board (IRB) approval for projects involving human research (which means most forensic molecular 

biology projects).  Students conducting research in federal government laboratories have also been shut out of these laboratories during 

government shutdowns.

7R�LQVXUH�WKDW�SURMHFWV�PRYH�DORQJ�LQ�D�WLPHO\�PDQQHU��WKH�GHSDUWPHQW�KDV�GHYHORSHG�D�IRUP�RQ�ZKLFK�WKH�0)6�VWXGHQW�RXWOLQHV�WKH�
proposed research project, detailing the experiments to be performed, proposed data analysis, a timeline for conducting the experiments 

and reporting the results to the student’s research committee, and a list of assets required to complete the project (such as instruments, 

UHDJHQWV��DQG�VDPSOHV����7KLV�SURSRVDO�LV�VXEPLWWHG�WR�WKH�VWXGHQW¶V�UHVHDUFK�FRPPLWWHH�IRU�UHYLVLRQ�DQG�¿QDO�DSSURYDO���7KH�GHSDUWPHQW�
has been able to recruit research committee members from other departments within the University and also from state and federal 

ODERUDWRULHV�LQ�WKH�:DVKLQJWRQ��'&��DUHD�
%HFDXVH� HDFK� \HDU� WKH� GHSDUWPHQW� KDV� D� ODUJH� QXPEHU� RI�0)6� VWXGHQWV�ZKR� UHTXLUH� UHVHDUFK� SURMHFWV�� LW� KDV� EHHQ� GLI¿FXOW� WR�

¿QG�HQRXJK�YLDEOH�SURMHFWV�DQG�VXI¿FLHQW�UHVRXUFHV�IRU�FRQGXFWLQJ�WKHP���6RPH�VWXGHQWV�KDYH�EHHQ�DEOH�WR�FRQGXFW�WKHLU�UHVHDUFK�LQ�
RQH�RI�WKH�IHGHUDO�JRYHUQPHQW�ODERUDWRULHV�LQ�WKH�:DVKLQJWRQ��'&��DUHD���6HQLRU�VFLHQWLVWV�LQ�WKHVH�ODERUDWRULHV�KDYH�EHHQ�ZLOOLQJ�WR�
VHUYH�DV�SULQFLSDO�LQYHVWLJDWRUV�PHQWRUV�IRU�WKH�VWXGHQWV���7KHLU�ODERUDWRULHV�EHQH¿W��RI�FRXUVH��E\�KDYLQJ�VWXGHQWV�FDUU\�RXW�UHVHDUFK�
WKDW�WKH�ODERUDWRULHV�RWKHUZLVH�ODFNHG�WKH�PDQSRZHU�WR�DFFRPSOLVK���'HSDUWPHQWDO�UHVRXUFHV�KDYH�DOVR�KDG�WR�EH�GHYRWHG�WR�VXSSRUW�
VWXGHQW�UHVHDUFK�SURMHFWV���'HSDUWPHQWDO�IDFXOW\�PHPEHUV�DUH�DFWLYHO\�VHHNLQJ�H[WHUQDO�IXQGLQJ�IRU�UHVHDUFK��KRZHYHU��XQGHU�WKH�EHVW�
RI�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RQO\�D�IUDFWLRQ�RI�WKH�0)6�VWXGHQWV�ZLOO�KDYH�H[WHUQDO�VXSSRUW�IRU�WKHLU�UHVHDUFK���7KH�ODUJH�QXPEHU�RI�0)6�VWXGHQWV�
conducting research has also required full-time faculty of the department to serve on multiple research committees.

As discussed above, FEPAC requirements that graduate forensic science students conduct independent research projects enhance 

the educations of the students, but present the directors of the graduate degree programs with a number of ongoing challenges involving 

availability of resources and personnel.
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