
Life Science 12: Fingerprints

Students learn about the forms friction ridges take and the prints they can leave behind, before  
exploring examples of each individually.

Audience:
4th–8th\

MCAS:
3rd–5th LS1 “Classify plants and animals according to the physical characteristics that they share.”

Vocabulary:
Terms to know beforehand:

• friction—a force which resists the movement of two materials in 
contact with another e.g; sandpaper on wood, rubber on the road, a 
runner jogging through the atmosphere, etc.

Terms defined in lesson:
• circumstantial evidence
• friction ridges
• latent prints
• patent prints
• plastic prints

Related Modules:
Although several of our other lessons such as LS01–Inheritance & Blood Types feature techniques that are used 
to solve crime, they usually focus on broader the applications when used in a normal classroom setting. The best 
way to review the exciting world of forensics is through a day of themed activities with our  CSI Experience 
program.

Safety:
Care should be taken when handling the glass slides used for latent fingerprints, however a first  aid kit  is 
included with the lesson supplies as a precaution.

The  cotton  balls  used  to  develop  the  fingerprints  have  been treated  with  1M sodium hydroxide  (NaOH). 
Solutions of NaOH 0.5M are only considered a skin irritant, and while 1M NaOH is mildly corrosive, it is not≤  
classified  as  a  high  risk  chemical  in  the MA  School  Chemical  Management  Program  (Nov.  2006),  that 
classification is reserved for >3M NaOH. Super glue is also used to develop the fingerprints, although both 
materials  are handled by an instructor  and not the students.  Ample ventilation is recommended to remove 
residual super glue fumes, especially if the lesson will be taught in the same room for several periods.

Additional Resources:
http://youtube.com/watch?v=w7wUuRiMCuM1 — Importance of fingerprints in CSI (3:22)
http://youtube.com/watch?v=IrpTqKkgygA — How to compare fingerprints in detail (5:44)
http://www.ccs.neu.edu/home/feneric/cyanoacrylate.html — Additional details about fingerprint fuming
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