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Abstract

Forensic investigations always seem to fascinate people whether it be dusting for finger prints or analyzing carpet fibers through a microscope.  With advancing technology, forensic science has been accumulating high interest and publicity over the years and is something I would like to be a part of.  An extensive amount of activities and research were constructed to discover the occupation that I would be most apt to pursue and succeed with.  This paper will discuss the components involved with the work of forensic lab technicians.  It will also describe how these components; along with a variety of personal values apply to my decision of pursuing this occupation.  Many elements such as strength, knowledge, training, and skills will be drawn upon, along with the criminological aspect behind the occupation.         

Behind the Microscope: Forensic Lab Technicians


Blood splatters, body fluids, chemical analysis, toxicology, mystery and frustration make up a small part of what a forensic lab technician experiences throughout his or her career.  The idea that crime will always exist in our society, due to countless issues results in ways to alleviate the problem.  With advances in science and technology, more crimes are able to be solved using forensics, which is exemplified in the fact that it is now possible to pin-point a murderer from a single hair follicle collected as evidence.  The people who analyze such materials and help solve crimes across the nation are called forensic lab technicians.  This is an occupation that I would like to pursue and become a part of!  

Forensic Science

In order to understand the duties of a forensic lab technician, we must first address the topic of forensics.  Forensic science, as stated by former New York City Chief Medical Examiner Michael Baden, M.D. is geared:

To find anything that will incriminate or exclude a suspect and then to argue successfully in court that with these traces of evidence it can be proved to a reasonable degree of scientific certainty that a specific crime was or was not committed by a specific person. (Baden and Roach 2001:21) 

This can include many different careers such as psychiatry, dentistry, engineering, botany, geology, climatology and more importantly in this case: criminalistics. (2001:21) Criminalistics is what a forensic lab technician is classified under, along with many other titles such as a crime scene technician, crime scene analyst, or forensic scientist. (http://online.onetcenter.org/link/summary/19-4092.00, retrieved 18 Oct 2006)  It is defined by Baden as “the scientific examination of physical evidence for legal purposes.  It is one of the forensic sciences” and “…involves everything from initially recognizing something as evidence to collecting, preserving, identifying, individualizing and evaluating that evidence.” (2001:21, 123) A bit of history also reveals that the creation of the crime lab can be dated back to 1880 by Sir Arthur Conan Doyle in his fascinating novels about Sherlock Holmes! (Baden 2001:126)   

Duties and Work Setting

The many duties of a forensic lab technician include the collection, identification and organization of evidence and records.  Laboratory work is essential and may include chemical testing (using many techniques), analysis of materials such as weapons, fibers, tissue, and hairs.  Some may even reconstruct crime scenes in order to understand the correlation between the evidence collected.  They might also be asked to appear and testify in court on their analysis and conclusions from the evidence given.  A laboratory technician can also specialize in certain areas such as ballistics.  In this case, the main duties and focus would consist of weaponry used, and the characteristics of bullets such as direction and location.  Work setting is usually in a laboratory filled with the materials and technology needed to carry out their duties, but forensic lab technicians can also be found at crime scenes, courts, and multiple law enforcement agencies.  Many forensic lab technicians are found in big cities such as New York City and Los Angeles due to the high need for forensic lab technicians, funding, and equipped laboratories available.  This results in many locations (usually small cities and towns) having to send out their material evidence to the nearest crime lab agencies.

Educational and Skill Requirements

This career requires a four year bachelor’s degree, along with 2-4 years work experience, which may be work-related, on-the-job training or vocational training. (http://online.onetcenter.org/link/summary/19-4092.00, retrieved 18 Oct 2006)  Forensic lab technicians must be highly educated in chemistry, Law and Government, English, public safety and security.  They are expected to have attained strong communication, critical thinking, writing and presentation skills along with the operation of equipment (usually microscopes and other laboratory materials) and maintaining composure under extreme pressure.  Problem-solving and decision-making skills are also key, along with the ability to adapt to new techniques.  Technology is constantly changing, which requires the adaptation to updates in computer systems, programs, scientific technique and discoveries.  This is achieved through extra training, which is common for forensic lab technicians each year and can be seen in the quote by crime scene investigator Larry Donaldson: “You are in this job to solve crimes, and you need every tool available to do so.  This is why I re-certify every two years.” (Stephens 2002:56) I noted these additional requirements through an interview with Dr. Beth Pritts.  Dr. Pritts is an Associative Professor in the Biological Sciences at Le Moyne College who holds two doctorates: Doctor of Podiatric Medicine (D.P.M.) and Biological Sciences (Ph.D.) During the interview, Dr. Pritts focused on the fact that continuing education was one of the most important aspects involved with occupations in the sciences.  She frequently attends science seminars at the Ohio Academy of Science in order to “stay on top” of new discoveries, technology, information and techniques.  

Earnings and Job Outlook 

Forensic lab technicians usually earn an estimated $21.35 hourly, $44, 410 annually depending on location. (http://online.onetcenter.org/link/summary/19-4092.00, retrieved 18 Oct 2006)  There is a larger need for forensic lab technicians in locations containing large populations due to the higher rates of crime than those locations with much smaller populations.  The future outlook for this occupation is very positive with the growth of new discoveries and innovations involving laboratory techniques such as Mass Spectrometry. (Yinon 1995:2)  The projected growth for need of forensic lab technicians is estimated as being “much faster than average (36+ %)…6,000 additional employees for 2004-2014”. (http://online.onetcenter.org/link/summary/19-4092.00, retrieved 18 Oct 2006)  

Job Satisfaction
Many workers are satisfied with this job due to the amount of independence, responsibility and the ability to help solve crimes resulting in a sense of personal and community-wide achievement.  Some of the difficulties and challenges experienced by workers include frustration, long hours spent in the lab, handling criticism and high stress levels.  It can be very frustrating in many situations such as not being able to put all the pieces together in order to find a solution, making errors, or not being able to help solve a case due to lack of enough evidence.  A solution can not be found for every problem, which is well-known among those within this occupation.

Pursuing This Occupation

So why do I want to become a forensic lab technician?  My interest began when I was about eight years old upon receiving a mini-microscope and Dr. Dreadful experiment set for Christmas.  After that I immediately wanted to become a scientist.  I also watched many mystery television shows, and as I got older, the forensic shows that began to air caught my interest.  Non-fictional books involving mystery, anthropology and criminology became my top reading choices.  I was ultimately amazed at how science was progressing to the point where it could help solve crimes using creativity and technique.  My interest took flight as I enrolled in multiple biology courses throughout my academic career.  I was also involved in the BOCES New Visions: Health Care program, which allowed me to job-shadow and occasionally help surgeons, dentists, radiologists, nurses, and especially lab technicians!  Being in a lab setting and observing the many techniques used to test samples of blood, urine, and tissue interested me more than any of the other occupations I had job-shadowed.  I then decided to pursue a major in Criminology with a minor in Biology due to my interest in the sciences and how they could be applied to solving crimes.  

Criminological Aspect
Criminology is “the study of crime, the causes of crime (etiology), the meaning of crime in terms of law, and community reaction to crime.” (http://faculty.ncwc.edu/TOConnor/criminology.htm, retrieved 18 Oct 2006) The main task and goal of a forensic lab technician is to accurately analyze evidence related to some type of criminal activity and apply it in the best way they can to a solution (usually to confirm conviction of a criminal).  Not only is this occupation scientific, but criminological as well.  I was at first unsure of how to pin point a career that would involve both the sciences and maintain a criminological aspect (first discovered from having completed a short autobiography on why I would like to pursue a criminological career).  After many informative lectures, activities providing guidance and self-analysis, I was able to narrow down my search to a forensic lab technician!  

Reflection
Considering the challenges, it is vitally important, if you are interested in a career in criminal justice, that you educate yourself on more than just the job descriptions and expectations of being a criminal justice professional.  You also need to come to terms with who you are as a person and how that fits the occupation you have chosen or are considering choosing. (Peat 2004:1)

  
This is something that took a considerable amount of reflection and time, which ultimately resulted in a sense of self-discovery.  This discovery proved to be the main factor in my choosing an occupation that I was best “fit” in terms of my personal interests, goals, desires, values, strengths and weaknesses.  Activity 1.1a in Peat displayed my personal interests and desires in attaining an occupation that is highly-respectable and involves working with other agencies and professionals rather than direct contact with the public/clients everyday.  Forensic lab technicians are highly respected in communities as most occupations involved with fighting/solving crimes are.  

  I was very interested in reading Stephens’ chapter fourteen: crime scene investigator as Donaldson described his duties involving blood spatters and carpet analysis, but did not like the idea stated “…in my line of work you have to deal with all kinds of people.  You investigate and interview people from all economic classes, and people from all ethnic and minority groups.” (2002:57) This made me realize that I desired an occupation not requiring direct contact with witnesses and suspects, but rather contact with other agencies or professionals, which fit the description of forensic lab technicians.  It is essential that forensic lab technicians communicate with multiple contacts as described by Mark Benecke “A scientific experiment cannot unmask a pickpocket, and a house search cannot determine how long a corpse has been lying in a certain location.  Therefore, close cooperation is needed between the different investigators, whether they wear a uniform, a suit, a leather jacket, or a lab coat.” ([2002] 2005:24) This activity, along with activity 3.1 in Peat addressed my personal value of life balance, which includes family and other interests.  A forensic lab technician has many opportunities for career growth.  They can specialize in specific areas, relocate for supervisory positions (chief technician for a small town) and gain experience that can be used towards other occupations.  This is very important to me because having different options and opportunities to grow would always keep my job interesting and non-restricting.  I also plan on raising a family at some point in my life, which can be “worked around” in terms of forensic lab technicians.  Many people in this field bring their work home with them as seen in Baden’s quote describing forensic scientist Dr. Henry Lee “After working in his lab, he’ll go to bed at 1 A.M., and then he will get up a few hours later and go right back.” (2001:133) This is a wonderful advantage to have available, especially in the future (maternity leave or family accommodations).  

Peat’s activity 1.3 focused on personal strengths and weaknesses, which applied to this occupation.  I have great organization, prioritizing, time management, computer/technology and research methodology skills, which are all essential for this profession (as with any type of laboratory setting).  My only weaknesses involve verbal presentation and communication skills, which I plan on improving with courses involving presentations and observing professionals.   

Conclusion
With reflection on personal interests, goals, desires and strengths, I was able to gain a better idea of what occupation I was best “fit” for.  This information, combined with extensive research and life-long interest towards crime and science, enabled me to choose forensic lab technician as an occupation to pursue.  James Starrs states “The dead cannot speak for themselves, but science, with my team as surrogates for the dead, can give them a voice.” (2005:11) I can apply this quote to my belief that the work of a forensic lab technician is to give both victims of the living and the dead truth and closure to what has occurred.  Crime will always exist in our society; therefore I would like to join the millions of people working in order to help make this world a better place for the present and future!  
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