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Warning

explicit scenes of death!



• The rise in the public interest in Forensic 
Science, essentially due the media, has seen a 
continual rise in the numbers of undergraduate 
and postgraduate forensic science courses and 
student applications in the UK. 

• This continues to be pedagogically challenging 
to academic science departments, due to 
increasing student numbers and also in part to 
the criticism of course content and real-life 
applicability; criticism that comes mainly from 
its own industry. 



• From the pedagogic perspective, teaching forensic 

science can be problematic. Finding sufficient, 

realistic and informative scenarios for undergraduate 

teaching is a challenge. 

• This challenge is compounded when teaching the 

topic of forensic pathology. 

• Gaining access to post mortem facilities, images and 

the details associated with forensic pathology that 

give the teaching content its necessary context, is 

essential for robust teaching and learning.



• The Learning Outcomes for the course were:

– To demonstrate a critical appreciation of 

information, both written and pictorial, relevant to 

forensic pathology 

– To critically analyse information from a forensic 

pathology environment to assist in the 

determination of a probable cause of death

– To demonstrate a level of critical knowledge of 

forensic pathology   techniques, and be able to 

apply that knowledge to an appropriate level.



• The course was constructed such that learners would 

access video material relating to the post-mortem 

process, and its role in pathology. 

• This material consisted of four separate components, 

spaced throughout the course at appropriate stages. 

• This material also served the purpose of refreshing 

learner‟s knowledge of anatomy, in preparation for a 

dissection practical during the course. In addition, 

they were aware of the procedure that would be 

followed when visiting the mortuary to observe a 

post-mortem procedure.



• The „problem based‟ component of the course focused upon 
„real-life‟ crime scene images. 

• Students were required to work in small groups to analyse 
these images, and to research possible causes of the types of 
injury or scenario represented, natural and unnatural. 

• Suitable sources of background reading and information were 
suggested as an aid to study, although learners were 
encouraged to locate additional suitable resources. 

• Small group discussion of each crime scene image would 
enable learners in identifying areas of knowledge that they 
needed to develop in order to offer a possible explanation for 
the scenario presented. 

• A short report was to be produced for each image which would 
receive formative feedback. 

• Larger group tutorial sessions would encourage sharing of 
learning and allow for peer-peer formative feedback. Copying 
of images was not allowed, although annotated line drawings 
of the images was encouraged. 







• The inclusion of a dissection practical session 
(using waste animal material from the food 
processing industry) would allow hands-on 
application of theory, and promote 
understanding of the structural relationships 
between tissues. 

• This practical session would also allow 
experience of photographic techniques suitable 
for recording the process.



An aspect of learning that requires

attendance, but video recording of the event 

allows for subsequent reflection, individually  

and as a group using on-line discussion 

forums.



• The group-based study of contemporary issues 

in forensic pathology, leading to a presentation 

would further encourage critical evaluation of 

published material, and distillation of relevant 

information to construct a coherent resource 

for members of the larger group. Groups were 

allocated a topic at the start of the course. This 

presentation formed one element of the 

summative assessment for the course.



• Students were encouraged to build-up a 

reflective portfolio of learning throughout the 

course. This would not only facilitate their 

completion of the summative assessment but 

also it would act as a useful document to 

demonstrate their experience during interview 

for further study or employment.
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• With these considerations in mind, a structure of 
blended learning would initially appear to be an 
appropriate methodology, following the widely used 
medical model. 

• Using a combination of video (mp4) and audio (mp3) 
coupled with more traditional laboratory  and 
teamwork exercises, the topic of forensic pathology 
has been taught to final year undergraduate forensic 
science students. 

• All work presented was either audio or video 
recorded to facilitate self-reflection or group 
reflection. 

• The opportunity to allow students to be autonomous 
learners in their own time, using technologies that 
they are familiar and comfortable with, would appear 
to have been successful from student feedback 
obtained. 







Figures below: Interpretations of the head injures 

from forensic photographic evidence. The similarity 

of information presented in the 2 images demonstrates 

that group understanding  is equivalent.





There was a good deal of positive feedback from 

the learner‟s perspective, comments included the 

following:

“Really enjoyed the module – found the teaching methods innovative”

“Practice at presenting to peer cohort beneficial”

“Enjoyed the dissection practical” 

“Enjoyed the „real-life‟ situations presented in the   
Crime Scene Images”

“The post-mortem DVD‟s were good”

“I hated being videoed to start with, but I found it really helped me to see 
where I could improve”



•Despite explanations in the first session, 

and in the course handbook relating to 

how the course was organised, using the 

blended learning/problem based learning 

approach and that contact sessions would 

only occur where indicated, the tutors 

were regularly contacted to ask about ‘this 

weekôs lecture’. 



• Several learners attempted to „complete‟ their 

study of all of the crime scene images in a 

single sitting. This did not allow for effective 

use of formative feedback. 

• When offered an explanation of the reason for 

„spacing out‟ the study of these images, some 

learners were comfortable with revisiting the 

images in the light of feedback, whilst others 

remained resistant to this approach. 



• However, an interesting 
outcome of this work 
was that many students 
reported a preference 
for a more traditional 
face-to-face approach 
and that the use of 
technology, may be in 
some instances, be 
perceived by them to be 
a hindrance to their 
learning.

• This is an interesting finding 
when considering the role of 
virtual learning 
environments (VLE) for 
some subjects/topics. The 
concept that VLE is a 
solution to the problem of 
21st Century delivery and 
assessment may not be valid 
in all situations. 

• This is more of an issue 
now, than ever before, 
compounded by the fact that 
material can be spread 
across a number of 
platforms and sites which 
academia is struggling to 
keep up.



However, there were also some behaviours and 

comments that offer opportunity for further reflection 

and development. 

•Tutors received e-mail correspondence 

and direct comment from a number of 

students who felt that they were not being 

‘taught’ what they needed to know about 

forensic pathology. 



However, there were also some behaviours and 

comments that offer opportunity for further reflection 

and development. 

• A significant number of members of the cohort 

indicated they would have preferred 

„traditional‟ delivery of specific pathologies, 

which they would then be „tested on‟; 

Interestingly, these students did relatively less 

well on the module.



• Prosser (2004) noted that 
students have difficulty in 
understanding what PBL 
courses are about, and that 
even within the same class; 
students have different 
perceptions of what PBL is 
about, “We need to provide 
our students with 
substantially more support 
in developing their 
understanding of what PBL 
is about”.

• Suitable support mechanisms 
could be introduced, to 
orientate students to this 
different approach to learning. 
Denis (2003) stressed the 
importance of knowing 
whether learners have the 
technical skills to use the 
platform through which the e-
learning content is delivered. 

• Given the diversity of 
backgrounds of learners, 
consideration should perhaps 
be given to the inclusion of 
skills development for the use 
of e-learning materials, 
possibly with an element of 
„self-diagnosis‟ for learners to 
recognise their own 
requirements in this area. 



• In further developing this type of course for 

delivery to other audiences, it will be 

necessary to consider their prior learning 

experiences, in order to identify the level and 

nature of support they are to likely to require 

in order to engage effectively with this 

approach to learning.



Thank-you


