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Background

Dear Forensic Scientists, 

One brand new piece of evidence presented itself this morning when I entered the 
classroom: a footprint! Barely visible on the back of the permission form for my students’ 
upcoming geocaching trip, it was lying on the floor at the back of the classroom. I’ll tell 
you more about this new piece of evidence soon. The piece of evidence I need you to 
investigate today is the tread pattern near the garden just outside the window. The 
tread looks very much like that which you’d find on a bicycle, and, very curiously, the 
garden looks even more disturbed that it did on the first day I discovered the crime. 

I immediately did a web search for tread patterns and reviewed several informative 
sites. I found out that a tread pattern is an example of physical evidence: that it is part 
of an object or thing and suggests that a crime has been committed. Other examples of 
physical evidence are weapons, handwriting, and carpet.

Tread patterns are also class evidence. Tread patterns, shoe prints, and soil, which are 
all examples of class evidence, cannot positively identify someone on their own. Too many 
other people have the same bicycle tires or the same sneakers. Class evidence provides 
additional information in court, but, on its own, class evidence won’t lead to a conviction

Type of Evidence Definition Examples

Physical
• evidence that is a physical 

object or part of a physical 
object

carpet, clothing, weapon, casts of 
footprints or tire prints, handwriting

Class

• does not lead to conviction on 
its own

• provides additional 
information that can go to trial

shoe prints, blood type, clothing, 
personal belongings

Tread patterns must be protected by covering or surrounding the area with crime scene 
tape. They must be examined before other evidence. Why? Weather can ruin tracks and 
tread! I always keep a camera in my classroom to take photos of class activities and of 
our geocaching adventures, so I used it to take a picture of the evidence from above—an 
aerial view—from my classroom window. Just like a crime scene photographer, I put a 
ruler next to the tread, so you can tell how big the treat pattern really is. You should 
be able to see all of this in the evidence photo I sent you. Usually, scientists will make a 
print and then a cast of the tread pattern. This cast lets you observe the tread in more 
detail and at a later date, even if it rains or snows! I decided to mix some Plaster of Paris 
and make a cast of the tread to make it easier to see. The second photo lets you see the 
results of this cast.
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Lesson 5

Usually, tread patterns are found at the scene in the form of dirty tire tracks on the road or in a 
track left in snow or mud. When the pattern is left in snow or mud, it’s called an impression. After 
following lots of steps, such as taking photographs, which I have done, and plotting the tread 
mark on a crime scene map, which you have done, a cast is made. First, an edge is built around the 
print. Next, a liquid mixture is poured into the impression. Once the cast has been made and is 
dry, it gets sent to a crime lab. It’s there that specialists can compare the cast of the tread to 
other treads, and hopefully find out more about the crime. Sometimes more “copies” of the print 
are needed. Other people make a mold that is a form for making even more casts. The mold looks 
just like an impression. By this time, the real print might have washed away or melted! I’ve sent 
you everything you need to make impressions of five different tread patterns.

I can’t wait to learn your results and if you can make any matches!

Mr. Mugg

Activity 1: Observing Tread Patterns
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Lesson 5

Activity 1: Impression Data Table

Directions:
1. Make 3 equal-sized balls of clay.
2. Flatten each like a pancake until ½ inch think.
3. Push the object (model) gently down into the clay (not very far down).
4. Carefully remove the object (model) from the clay by gently peeling the clay away or pulling the 

object out.
5. Place the clay impression on the foam plate.
6. Trade objects with another team and repeat these steps until your group has made three impressions. 
7.  Record the length and width of each object, describe each object, and create a quick sketch of each 

on the table below.

Impression 
Number 1 2 3

Impression 
Width in 

Centimeters

Impression 
Length in 

Centimeters

Description 
(include 
texture)

Rough 
Sketch of 

Impression
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Lesson 5

Activity 2: Photo of Tread Evidence

Activity 2: Evidence Summary: Tread Patterns

Directions:
1. Write suspect names in the correct boxes.  
2. Place an X in the box for each suspect who matches the evidence. 

Name:

Suspect #1 Suspect #2 Suspect #3 Suspect #4

Tread
Evidence
Matches
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Lesson 5

Activity 2: Suspect Tread Patterns

Suspect #1_____________________________

Suspect #3 _____________________________

Suspect #2 _____________________________

Suspect #4 _____________________________




