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MASTERING THE
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EXAM REVIEW
STUDY GUIDE

Forensic  science  is  a
f a s c i n a t i n g  a n d
multidisciplinary  field
that  applies  scientific
principles to matters of
law. Whether you are a
c o l l e g e  s t u d e n t
p r e p a r i n g  f o r  a
midterm,  a  graduate
a i m i n g  f o r  b o a r d
certification,  or  a
professional  refreshing
your  knowledge,  a

structured  Forensic
S c i e n c e  E x a m
Review Study Guide
is  indispensable.  This
guide  is  designed  to
help you navigate the
complex  concepts,
f rom  c r ime  scene
i n v e s t i g a t i o n  t o
laboratory  analysis,
w h i l e  e m p l o y i n g
p r o v e n  s t u d y
strategies. By focusing
o n  c o r e  t o p i c s ,
practical  application,
and memory retention
techniques,  you  can
approach  your  exam
with  confidence  and
clarity.
I n  t h e  f o l l o w i n g
s e c t i o n s ,  w e  w i l l
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e x p l o r e  t h e
foundational  areas  of
forensic science, break
down  essential  topics,
and  offer  actionable
review  methods.  This
article serves as both a
r o a d m a p  a n d  a
resource,  helping  you
synthesize  what  you
have  learned  into  a
c o h e s i v e
understanding.  Let’s
begin  by  laying  the
groundwork  f o r  a
successful  review.

BUILDING A SOLID
FOUNDATION:
CORE PRINCIPLES
OF FORENSIC
SCIENCE

Before  div ing  into
specific  subfields,  it  is
critical  to  revisit  the
fundamental  concepts
tha t  unde rp in  a l l
forensic  work.  These
principles  form  the
b a c k b o n e  o f  a n y
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
Forensic  Science

Exam Review Study
G u i d e  a n d  w i l l
reappear  in  various
contexts  throughout
your  exam.

Locard’s
Exchange
Principle
Every contact leaves a
trace. This cornerstone
principle,  articulated
by Dr. Edmond Locard,
asserts that when two
objects  come  into
contact,  there  is  a
transfer of material. In
practice,  this  means
that a perpetrator will
b o t h  l e a v e  t r a c e
evidence  (e.g.,  fibers,
hair, soil) at the scene
and  take  away  trace
evidence  from  the
scene.  Understanding
the implications of this
principle  is  essential
f o r  c r i m e  s c e n e
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reconstruction  and
evidence  identification.
For  your  exam,  be
prepared  to  explain
how  this  pr inc ip le
gu ides  co l lec t ion
protoco ls  and  the
in te rp re ta t i on  o f
evidence.

Class vs.
Individual
Character
istics
E v i d e n c e  c a n  b e
categorized  based  on
its  abi l i ty  to  l ink  a
specific  source  to  a
s a m p l e .  C l a s s
characteristics  are
shared  by  a  group  of
items  (e.g.,  a  shoe
size,  a  blood  type),
w h i l e  i n d i v i d u a l
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s
uniquely  identify  a
single  source  (e.g.,  a

fingerprint  pattern,
DNA  profile).  Many
forensic disciplines rely
on  the  comparison  of
these characteristics. A
c o m m o n  e x a m
question might ask you
to  differentiate
between  them  and
provide examples from
areas  like  tool  marks,
firearms,  or
handwriting  analysis.

The
Chain of
Custody
M a i n t a i n i n g  t h e
integrity  of  evidence
from  col lect ion  to
courtroom testimony is
a legal and procedural
requirement. The chain
o f  c u s t o d y  i s  a
d o c u m e n t e d
chronological  record
t h a t  s h o w s  w h o
handled  the  evidence,
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when,  where,  and  for
what  purpose.  Any
break in this chain can
r e n d e r  e v i d e n c e
i n a d m i s s i b l e .
Reviewing  standard
documentation  forms
and  procedures  will
help you recall the key
elements required for a
defensible  chain  of
custody.

CRIME SCENE
INVESTIGATION:
FROM ARRIVAL TO
PROCESSING

Effective  crime  scene
investigation is the first
and most  critical  step
in the forensic process.
This  section  of  your
Forensic  Science
Exam Review Study
Guide  must cover the
systematic  approach
that  invest igators
f o l l ow  to  secu re ,
document,  and  collect
evidence.

Initial
Response
and
Scene
Security
The  first  responder’s
primary  duties  are  to
p r o v i d e  m e d i c a l
assistance,  detain
suspects,  and  secure
the  scene  to  prevent
contamination.  Know
the  steps:  establish  a
perimeter,  control
access,  and  identify
witnesses.  Potential
exam  questions  may
involve  hypothetical
scenarios  where  you
must prioritize actions.
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Documen
tation

Methods
T h o r o u g h
documentation creates
a permanent record of
the  scene.  Standard
methods  include:

Notes: Detailed
written
observations,
including date,
time, weather,
lighting, and
condition of
evidence.
Photography:
Overall, mid-
range, and close-
up shots, often
with a scale.
Learn the
importance of
perspective and
lighting.
Sketching:
Rough and final

sketches that
show
measurements
and spatial
relationships.
Understand how
to create a
baseline or
coordinate
system.
Videography:
Often used as a
supplement to
still photography
to capture the
scene in motion.

Evidence
Collection
and
Preservat
ion
Each type of evidence
requires  specific
collection  techniques.
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For example, biological
ev idence  (b l ood ,
semen) should be dried
and  stored  in  paper
bags to prevent mold.
Trace  evidence  like
fibers is collected using
tweezers, tape lifts, or
vacuuming.  Firearms
must be unloaded and
packaged  to  protect
l a t e n t  p r i n t s .  B e
fam i l i a r  w i t h  t he
appropriate  containers
and  labeling  protocols
for  common  evidence
types.

CORE DISCIPLINES:
THE HEART OF THE
EXAM

Most  forensic  science
exams  will  test  your
knowledge  in  several
key  disciplines.  Below
are  the  major  areas
you  should  cover  in
y o u r  F o r e n s i c
S c i e n c e  E x a m
Review Study Guide.

Fingerpri
nt
Analysis
Fingerprints  remain
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
re l i ab l e  f o rms  o f
identification.  Review
t h e  t h r e e  m a i n
fingerprint  patterns:
loops,  whorls,  and
arches. Understand the
subcategories  (e.g.,
radial  vs.  ulnar  loops)
and  the  concept  of
m i n u t i a e  ( r i d g e
endings,  bifurcations,
dots).  You should also
know  the  different
types of prints—patent,
p l a s t i c ,  a n d
l a t e n t — a n d  t h e
m e t h o d s  f o r
developing  latent
p r i n t s  ( p o w d e r s ,
c h e m i c a l s  l i k e
n i n h y d r i n ,
cyanoacrylate  fuming,
a n d  p h y s i c a l
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developers).

DNA
Analysis
DNA  profiling  has
revolutionized  forensic
biology. Focus on these
topics:

Structure and
function of DNA,
including the
difference
between nuclear
and
mitochondrial
DNA.
Short Tandem
Repeats (STRs)
and how they are
used to create a
profile.
The polymerase
chain reaction
(PCR) process for
amplifying DNA.
Capillary
electrophoresis
and
interpretation of

electropherogra
ms.
Combined DNA
Index System
(CODIS) and
statistical
significance
(random match
probability).

Be prepared to discuss
the  cha l lenges  o f
degraded  or  mixed
samples, as well as the
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
contamination control.

Trace
Evidence
Analysis
T r a c e  e v i d e n c e
includes  hair,  fibers,
glass,  paint,  soil,  and
gunshot  residue.  For
each  type,  know  the:

Collection
methods (e.g.,
tape lift, vacuum,
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scraping).
Analytical
techniques
(microscopy,
spectroscopy,
chromatography)
.
Interpretation of
results (class vs.
individual
characteristics).

For  example ,  ha i r
analysis  can  reveal
species,  racial  origin,
and body area, but it is
not  genetically  unique
un less  the  root  i s
present  for  nuclear
DNA. Fiber comparison
r e l i e s  o n  c o l o r ,
d i a m e t e r ,  c r o s s -
sectional  shape,  and
chemical  composition.

Firearms
and Tool

Marks
This  discipline  deals
with  the  identification
of  bullets,  cartridge
c a s e s ,  a n d  t h e
weapons  that  fired
them.  Key  concepts
include:

Rifling (lands and1.
grooves) and
how it imparts
class
characteristics.
Striations2.
(individual
marks) produced
by the barrel,
firing pin, and
extractor/ejector.
The comparison3.
microscope and
the process of
matching known
and questioned
specimens.
Gunshot residue4.
analysis and
distance
determination.
Tool mark5.
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identification,
including the
principles of
microscopic
comparison and
the concept of
“sufficient
agreement.”

Drug
Chemistr
y and
Toxicolog
y
Forensic  chemists
identify  controlled
s u b s t a n c e s  a n d
determine their purity.
Your  review  should
cover:

Controlled
Substances Act
schedules and
examples of
drugs in each

schedule.
Screening tests
(color tests,
immunoassays)
and confirmatory
tests (GC-MS, LC-
MS).
Interpretation of
mass spectra
and
chromatograms.
Toxicology
principles:
absorption,
distribution,
metabolism, and
excretion
(ADME).
Specimen types
(blood, urine,
hair) and
postmortem
redistribution.

Documen
t
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Examinati
on
Questioned documents
i n c l u d e  c h e c k s ,
c o n t r a c t s ,  a n d
anonymous  letters.
Areas  of  focus:

Handwriting
characteristics
(letter form, line
quality, spacing,
slant).
Indentations and
how to visualize
them
(electrostatic
detection
apparatus,
ESDA).
Ink and paper
analysis (thin
layer
chromatography,
spectroscopy).
Alterations
(erasure,
obliteration,
addition) and

their detection.

EFFECTIVE STUDY
STRATEGIES FOR
YOUR FORENSIC
SCIENCE EXAM

Knowing what to study
is only half the battle.
Integrating  act ive
learning  techniques
into  your  Forensic
S c i e n c e  E x a m
Review Study Guide
will  improve  retention
and understanding.

Create a
Concept
Map
Forensic  science  is
highly  interconnected.
Bui ld  a  visual  map
linking each discipline,
the  evidence  types,
collection  methods,
a n d  a n a l y s i s
t e c h n i q u e s .  F o r
instance,  start  with  a
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crime  scene  in  the
center and branch out
to  fingerprints,  DNA,
trace,  etc.  This  helps
you see the big picture
and  how  evidence  fits
together  in  a  case.

Use
Practice
Questions
and Past
Exams
S i m u l a t e  e x a m
conditions  by  working
th rough  p rac t i ce
questions.  Focus  on
m u l t i p l e - c h o i c e
s c e n a r i o s ,  s h o r t
answer definitions, and
case  study  analyses.
Many  textbooks  offer
online question banks.
Analyze your incorrect
answers  to  identify
weak  areas.

Teach the
Material
to
Someone
Else
Explaining  a  concept
like the PCR process or
the difference between
class  and  individual
characteristics out loud
forces you to organize
your  thoughts.  Find  a
study partner or record
yourself.  If  you  can
teach  it  clearly,  you
know it.

Flashcard
s for
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Terminolo
gy and

Processes
Create  flashcards  for
k e y  t e r m s  ( e . g . ,
Locard’s  Principle,
substrate  control ,
striations,  probative
value) and for step-by-
step  procedures  (e.g.,
c h a i n  o f  c u s t o d y
documentation,  DNA
extraction,  latent print
development).  Regular
spaced  repetition  will
cement  these  facts  in
your memory.

Prioritize
High-
Yield

Topics
Not  a l l  top ics  a re
equally  weighted  on
exams.  Check  your
sy l l abus  o r  exam
blueprint.  Typically,
fingerprints,  DNA,  drug
analysis,  and  crime
scene  processing  are
heavily tested. Allocate
more  review  time  to
these  areas  whi le
ensu r i ng  you  a re
fami l ia r  w i th  less
common  topics  like
e n t o m o l o g y  o r
a n t h r o p o l o g y  i f
required.

OVERCOMING
COMMON
CHALLENGES IN
FORENSIC SCIENCE
REVIEW

Students often struggle
with the sheer volume
o f  c o n t e n t ,  t h e
technical  nature  of
laboratory  techniques,
and  the  legal  aspects
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of  evidence  handling.
Here are strategies to
o v e r c o m e  t h e s e
challenges.

Simplify
Complex
Instrume
ntation
Instead of  memorizing
every detail of a mass
s p e c t r o m e t e r ,
understand its purpose
(separate  and  identify
molecules)  and  the
basic  steps:  sample
introduction, ionization,
mass  analysis,  and
detection.  Relate each
instrument to the type
of evidence it analyzes
(e.g., GC-MS for drugs,
FTIR  for  paint).  Visual
diagrams can help.

Connect
Legal
Concepts
with
Science
Understanding  how
forensic  evidence  is
u s e d  i n
court—admissibi l i ty
s t a n d a r d s  ( e . g . ,
Daubert,  Frye),  expert
testimony,  and  cross-
examination—can  give
context  to  scientific
procedures.  Many
exam  questions  ask
you  to  evaluate  the
strength of evidence or
d iscuss  potent ia l
errors.  Familiarize
yourse l f  w i th  the
concept  o f  “e r ro r
r a t e s ”  a n d  t h e
i m p o r t a n c e  o f
validation  studies.
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Develop
a
Systemati
c
Approach
to Case
Studies
Case  study  questions
o f t e n  p r e s e n t  a
scenario  and  ask  you
to  identify  evidence,
propose  analysis,  or
c r i t i q u e  t h e
investigation.  Practice
using  this  framework:

Identify the1.
crime type and
scene
characteristics.
List potential2.
evidence types
present.

Describe proper3.
collection and
preservation
methods.
State the4.
analytical
technique and
what information
it provides.
Discuss the5.
significance of
the evidence
(class vs.
individual).
Evaluate any6.
potential errors
or contamination
issues.

FINAL REVIEW
CHECKLIST FOR
YOUR FORENSIC
SCIENCE EXAM

A s  y o u r  e x a m
approaches,  use  this
checklist to ensure you
h a v e  c o v e r e d  a l l
critical  aspects  within
y o u r  F o r e n s i c
S c i e n c e  E x a m
Review Study Guide:



Forensic Science Exam Review Study Guide 15

15

Understand and
can recite
Locard’s
Exchange
Principle and its
implications.
Differentiate
between class
and individual
characteristics
with multiple
examples.
Recall the steps
of crime scene
processing:
secure,
document,
collect, preserve.
List the three
fingerprint
patterns and the
methods for
developing latent
prints.
Explain STR
analysis and the
role of CODIS
database.
Describe the
analysis of hair,
fibers, glass,
paint, and soil.

Know the rifling
process and how
striations are
compared.
Identify the
major drug
schedules and
common
screening/confir
matory tests.
Discuss the
principles of
handwriting
comparison and
document
alteration
detection.
Define chain of
custody and its
importance in
court.

CONCLUSION:
CONFIDENCE
THROUGH
PREPAREDNESS

A  we l l - o rgan i zed
Forensic  Science
Exam Review Study
Guide  is  your  most
power fu l  t oo l  f o r
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s u c c e s s .  B y
systematically covering
the  f ounda t i ona l
principles, crime scene
p r o t o c o l s ,  c o r e
d i s c i p l i n e s ,  a n d
effective  study

strategies,  you  are
equipping yourself with
both  knowledge  and
confidence.  Remember
that forensic science is
not merely a collection
of facts; it is a logical


