Midsummer Murders? Silent Witness? No- Welcome to CSI: Derby
In the summer of 2000, I experienced my first insight into Crime Scene Investigation at a Forensic Science summer school. Here we got to learn the basics of being a CSI, and got to investigate our own “murder” scene- where I was so excited to find evidence that I charged into the scene, tripped over a step and cut open my knee. From this day on I knew that I wanted to be a Crime Scene Investigator, and proceeded to complete science based A-levels, and enrol in a degree in Forensic Science at Nottingham Trent University.
When choosing universities, it was very important to me to choose a course that integrated a sandwich year into learning as experience is crucial in becoming a Crime Scene Investigator. Without hands-on practice, students are completely unaware of how the textbook methods that are taught in lectures are sometimes not practical in everyday usage. I was lucky enough to gain my sandwich year placement as a Crime Scene Investigator for Derbyshire Constabulary- which would give me vital experience over other Forensic Science graduates, which was essential in the current competitive job market.
I was pretty scared about moving into a city where I knew no-one, but at the same time I was incredibly excited to be given the opportunity of career experience. All my worries were wiped away on my first day, when I arrived at the Forensic Investigation Unit at St Mary’s Wharf police station and met my colleagues. They all made me feel incredibly welcome and took me under their wing. I was allowed to go to crime scenes as soon as I started, and was even lucky enough to be trusted to go to a post-mortem in my first week- this was a vital visit to the mortuary as it allowed the Senior CSI’s to assess my reaction to a distressing scene. Thankfully, I passed with flying colours. 
On a daily basis I would attend scenes ranging from criminal damage, to burglary, to hydroponic set-ups, to armed robbery, to attempted murder. My primary role was to assist Crime Scene Investigators at scenes. This including powdering for fingerprints, recovering footwear marks, swabbing DNA and taking elimination fingerprints. I was also able to package evidence to the correct standards to ensure the continuity, security and integrity of the exhibit.  Whilst on my placement, I also completed a project in association with the Home Office Scientific Development Branch. This was entitled “Sequential Powdering” and looked at the benefit of using several different fingerprint powders in different orders, on different surfaces. The results were quite successful, and maybe one day CSI’s will decide that my research increases the quality of fingerprints found at crime scenes.
Whilst on placement, I dealt with a range of people, from the general public to professionals such as police officers of all ranks, members of the fire and ambulance service, Home Office Pathologists and mortuary staff. Before my placement year I was a quite quiet around new people, however I improved this greatly over the year as good communication skills are essential for the role. Communicating with victims of crime was also a skill that I had to learn, as whilst it was important to be sympathetic, it was also important to remember my role at the scene, so I had to ensure that the correct information was obtained from the victim to carry out a scene examination to the required standard. Forensic Science students are not really prepared for how to deal emotionally with scenes during lab sessions and lectures, and I really am grateful that my placement allowed me to explore this. I was gifted with being able to have a “work head” during the day and then being able to go home and switch off and forget about everything that I had seen. 

Whilst on my placement I obtained many pieces of forensic evidence that lead to a conviction. These included fingerprint identification from a light hood at a hydroponic set-up- convicting a male of cultivating cannabis, DNA identification from a beer can at a burglary dwelling-convicting a male of dwelling in a burglary, discovering fire debris at a suspected arson-turning the scene from arson to accidental fire and DNA identification from a blood stain-convicting a male of grievous bodily harm with intent, resulting in a minimum of a three year prison sentence. Knowing that evidence that I had found at crime scenes was convicting criminals made me incredibly proud of myself and made me feel like I was making a difference to crime in Derbyshire-which is a big achievement for a placement student and has made me all the more determined to follow a career as a CSI.
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In reflection, this was the best sandwich placement I could have wished for as it allowed to me discover new skills and support my desire to become a Crime Scene Investigator. Without the help of Nottingham Trent University and Derbyshire Constabulary my placement would not have been achievable, and I am very grateful. 
The scar on my knee from my first “crime scene” experience may have now gone, but my unforgettable experience on my placement will never fade.
