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 Special Problems in Forensic Molecular Biology/4910.751
Instructor Information  
Angela Tanzillo-Swarts, MBE
angela.tanzillo-swarts@unt.edu
Phone Number: 940-565-4088
Office: LIFE B216 
Office Hours:  by appointment


Course Description, Structure, and Objectives 
Meets in-person. Time/location mutually agreed. 
In this special course, students will review the forensic DNA work in an actual criminal case. Through study of the case materials, scientific literature, and consultation with the professor, the student will design and carry-out experiments to test the feasibility of alternative hypotheses in regards to the DNA evidence and issue a report with their evaluation of the case results with consideration of their experimental results.

Students must have successfully completed BIOL 4590 Forensic Molecular Biology. 

Subject matter warning
By the nature of its intersection with the criminal justice system, the material covered in this course will necessitate the use of graphic imagery and discussion of difficult subject matter such as, but not limited to, homicide, sexual assault, and violent crimes against persons, children, and/or animals. Students are forewarned that frank discussion of the details of such incidents is paramount in discovering potential biological evidence for forensic testing and is an integral part of a career in forensic science. Students are encouraged to support each other, be mindful of their classmates, and bring any concerns they have to the instructor immediately. The instructor is available by email, during office hours, or by appointment.

Required/Recommended* Materials 
This course does not have a specific textbook. Materials below are recommended as supplemental resources.
· Textbooks*
Forensic Serology
1st Edition - September 17, 2025, Shanan S. Tobe

Fundamentals of Forensic DNA Typing 
1st Edition - August 20, 2009, John Butler

Advanced Topics in Forensic DNA Typing: Methodology*
1st Edition - July 21, 2011, John Butler

Advanced Topics in Forensic DNA Typing: Interpretation*
1st Edition - July 28, 2014, John Butler

· Additional course materials will be made available in Canvas during the semester. 
· Due to the confidential nature of some of the case materials, these will only be provided in hard copy and must be returned at the close of the semester.	
How to Succeed in this Course 
Assessment of competencies
Successful completion of tasks.

Assignments
N/A

Attendance
This course is guided study. Students must meet with the professor weekly as agreed. The student is responsible for managing their time and arranging access to laboratory space.

ADA accommodation
The University of North Texas makes reasonable academic accommodation for students with disabilities. Students seeking reasonable accommodation must first register with the Office of Disability Access (ODA) to verify their eligibility. If a disability is verified, the ODA will provide you with a reasonable accommodation letter to be delivered to faculty to begin a private discussion regarding your specific needs in a course. You may request reasonable accommodation at any time; however, ODA notices of reasonable accommodation should be provided as early as possible in the semester to avoid any delay in implementation. Note that students must obtain a new letter of reasonable accommodation for every semester and must meet with each faculty member prior to implementation in each class. Students are strongly encouraged to deliver letters of reasonable accommodation during faculty office hours or by appointment. Faculty members can ask students to discuss such letters during their office hours to protect the student's privacy. For additional information, refer to the Office of Disability Access website (http://www.unt.edu/oda). You may also contact ODA by phone at (940) 565-4323. A student needing accommodation can connect with the Office of Disability Access to begin the registering process (https://studentaffairs.unt.edu/office-disability-access).

Communication
Active discussion in the classroom and on Canvas is encouraged. Interactions with your fellow students and the instructors enrich the learning experience. Opportunities will be available throughout the course for extensive interaction. Active participation is essential to success.
Students may also connect with the instructor through Canvas email and/or by attending office hours. During busy times, email becomes full, so if a response is not forthcoming within two business days, please send a follow up email. A gentle nudge is always appreciated. Office hours offer an opportunity to ask for clarification or find support with understanding class material. Additional office hours, in person and virtually, will be offered as the semester concludes. Your success is our goal. 

Communication through Canvas messaging is preferred over direct email for any communication related to the course.
 
Successful Learning Environment  
The classroom culture relies on open communication and mutual respect of all perspectives. All discussions should be respectful and civil. Although disagreements and debates are encouraged, personal attacks are unacceptable.

Every student in this class should have the right to learn and engage within an environment of respect and courtesy from others.  Please review UNT’s student code of conduct so that we can all start with the same baseline civility understanding (Code of Student Conduct) (https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct).
Prohibition of Discrimination, Harassment, and Retaliation (Policy 16.004) The University of North Texas (UNT) prohibits discrimination and harassment because of race, color, national origin, religion, sex, sexual orientation, gender identity, gender expression, age, disability, genetic information, veteran status, or any other characteristic protected under applicable federal or state law in its application and admission processes; educational programs and activities; employment policies, procedures, and processes; and university facilities. 

The University takes active measures to prevent such conduct and investigates and takes remedial action when appropriate. Acceptable Student Behavior Student behavior that interferes with an instructor’s ability to conduct a class or other students' opportunity to learn is unacceptable and disruptive and will not be tolerated in any instructional forum at UNT. Students engaging in unacceptable behavior will be directed to leave the classroom and the instructor may refer the student to the Dean of Students to consider whether the student's conduct violated the Code of Student Conduct. The University's expectations for student conduct apply to all instructional forums, including University and electronic classroom, labs, discussion groups, field trips, etc. Visit UNT’s Code of Student Conduct (Links to an external site.) (https://deanofstudents.unt.edu/conduct) to learn more. Student Evaluation Administration Dates Student feedback is important and an essential part of participation in this course.
Course Requirements/Schedule*
	
	Milestone

	[bookmark: _Hlk112836541]January
	Case introduction
Literature research

	February
	Experimental design and planning
Conduct experiment(s)

	March
	Data Analysis and Interpretation

	April 
	Write report

	May
	Report Due no later than May 1st.



*Approximate schedule, subject to change. Students will be notified during class or through Canvas of adjustments to the schedule. Students will be notified by Eagle Alert if there is a campus closing that will impact a class and describe that the calendar is subject to change, citing the Emergency Notifications and Procedures Policy (PDF) (https://policy.unt.edu/sites/default/files/06.049_Standard%20Syllabus%20Policy%20Statements_supplement.pdf). 

Assessing Your Work 
Grade is based on successful accomplishment of each milestone.

Academic Integrity
There is a ZERO-TOLERANCE policy in this course for violations of the Academic Integrity Policy. The nature of forensic science is such that any violation signifies an egregious ethical breach that is unacceptable in the field and it would be unconscionable to allow such a person to practice forensic science.

According to UNT Policy 06.003, Student Academic Integrity, academic dishonesty occurs when students engage in behaviors including cheating, fabrication, facilitating academic dishonesty, forgery, plagiarism, and sabotage. A finding of academic dishonesty may result in a range of academic penalties or sanctions ranging from admonition to expulsion from the University.

Unless otherwise indicated, work independently at all times; do not look at or copy the work of another student, former or current. Do not allow another student, current or future, to look at or copy your work. You are responsible for ensuring computer files related to coursework are password protected. Do not submit written work that is identical or highly similar to websites or published works. Do not submit written work without citing the source of all information. Do not submit written work generated by artificial intelligence (e.g., Chat GPT).

Other Policies and Information
Generative Artificial Intelligence (AI)
Definition: “Generative Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a system of algorithms or computer processes that can create novel output in text, images or other media based on user prompts. These systems are created by programmers who train them on large sets of data. The AI learns by finding patterns in the data and can then provide novel outputs to users' queries based on its findings.

Generative AI systems are distinguished from other AI systems by their ability to create novel output. For example, predictive AI systems on smartphones can suggest a short, common response to an email by analyzing the text received and drawing from a pool of common responses. Generative AI systems like ChatGPT, which employs a Large Language Model, go a step further to provide new information for users based on their questions or requests.  

Text based generative AI systems are based on large language models, which are huge probabilistic algorithms for drawing upon a corpus of text to predict likely sequences of words. Other generative AI systems may be based on images or sounds as well.” https://www.nnlm.gov/guides/data-thesaurus/generative-artificial-intelligence

Limited Use is permitted in this course (Lecture and Laboratory). 
· Specifically, you may use GenAI to assist in general information about course related topics, help finding legitimate scientific resources, and tools such as Grammarly to improve the clarity of your writing. 
· Any use must be cited – which GenAI and for what purpose.

Cautions
· GenAI’s have not been specifically trained in the complexities of forensic science. They recognize patterns from large sets of data, but this data has not been verified – meaning the response might be correct but it could range from inaccurate to incorrect. There is a tremendous amount of information available through internet sources; it does not follow that all this information is correct. You must critically evaluate AI’s response and verify veracity.
· Recent peer-reviewed research recognizes the value of GenAI as a tool. They have also recognized ethical implications. For our learning environment, the studies have identified negative cognitive effects: diminished decision-making and critical thinking. Both are essential skills in forensic science. Use it at your own risk, understand the positive and negative aspects. 
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