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Teaching Research Skills using True Crime Investigations
 
Murder. Research skills. How to bring these two together to create a more engaging classroom experience.

Abstract: Teaching narrative research/content analysis methodology through analysis of murder investigations. Participants will see examples of court record, police/forensic files and other crime information can be analyzed through content analysis. Groups will be formed, with each group getting part of the forensic file of one unsolved murder, asking the groups to identify how they would code the information. Discussion will follow on how information is identified and classified affects the outcome and conclusions of the research.

Code words: Content analysis, murder, teaching research.

Content Analysis Research is what Dorothy Marcic used to solve the case of the murder of her uncle. In this session, she will share what she learned about using research in True Crime. As an academic her entire adult life, she found answers by using various research skills, including content analysis of court documents, police forensic files and transcripts of interviews with over 60 people related to the crime. 
The story of the murder of Dorothy Marcic’s uncle, LaVerne Stordock, outside Madison, Wisconsin, confessed to by his second wife, Suzanne (he was her 4thhusband), who spent 11 months (weekends off) in a mental hospital. She was released and got all of LaVern’s assets, including his life insurance. Dorothy and her family had felt for years that justice was not served, so she set out on a 4-year mission to find the truth. 
Included in the session will be presentation of the tools of true crime research: police/forensic files, court transcripts, probate documents, real estate records, marriage and divorce records, and transcripted interviews, with slides shown of each.

Then Dorothy will distribute a section of the police reports to everyone, divide them into groups, and ask them to devise a method for coding the material, and how to make sense of the information. Discussion will continue with the kinds of answers, narrative, and more questions that come out of analyzing the forensic files. Participants will also be informed how to acquire police files, court documents, probate records, etc.
Because research skills courses are often theory-based, it can help to have a current and live example, especially in an area students don’t normally associate with high-level research skills, i.e., murder.
Equipment needed: Projector to show PowerPoint slides, with sound capabilities.

Time needed: One hour
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