
A Better Way to Read 

Fingerprints 
  

The Council for Scientific and 

Industrial Research (CSIR) has 

developed a new method of 

reading fingerprints using 

a technique called Optical 

Coherence Tomography (OCT)! 

This means that they use 

light from a laser, to find 

even the smallest details of a 

fingerprint.

CSIR develops new fingerprint scanning method
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activity: Dusting for Fingerprints

YOU WILL NEED:

y   A  dr ink ing glass

y   Dark powder l ike 

cocoa or charcoal 

powder

y   Soft pa int brush or 

old make-up brush

y   Transparent st icky 

tape

y   Sheet of blank 

white paper

Press your fingertips to 

the side of the glass.

Lightly sprinkle the dark powder over 

the fingerprints to cover them. 

Brush 

gently 

with the 

brush. The 

fingerprints 

remain.

Place the 

sticky side of 

the tape on 

the dusted 

fingerprint. 

peel off the 

tape and STICK 

IT ONTO white 

paper.
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What’s Happening Here?

Each person has a unique fingerprint and can be identified by it. The 
activity you have just done is the current method used by police to 
catch criminals. However, it is a long, messy process and can destroy 
DNA evidence. 

Investigators will 
now be able to use 
Optical Coherence 

Tomography (OCT) to 
scan fingerprints quickly 
and without destroying 
DNA evidence.  



Optical Coherence Tomography 

careers:

Sisanda Makinana is from the Eastern 
Cape. She has an Honours degree in 
Applied Statistics and a Master’s degree. 
She is a Biometric Researcher at the 
Council for Scientific and Industrial 
Research (CSIR). She is part of the team 
that developed the technology for a 
new generation of fingerprint sensing.

Forensic Science 
Technicians 
collect and examine evidence at a 
crime scene such as fingerprints, 
hairs and clothing fibres. The 
evidence is then analysed at a 
crime lab. 

Dermatologists 
are doctors who treat skin, hair, 
nails and mucous membranes 
(the lining in the eyelids, mouth 
and nose). They often use 
lasers in their treatments. The 
OCT technology will also benefit 
dermatologists in the future.

curriculum 
links

y   GRADE 11 - 12:  
Physical Science – Waves, Sound & Light

y   GRADE 12:  
Life Sciences – DNA

OCT scanning uses light to scan fingerprints, and gives a much more detailed result. Here’s how it works:



The Department of Science 
and Technology contributes 
to increased well-being and 
prosperity through science, 
technology and innovation. 
For more information visit: 
www.dst.gov.za

The Council for Scientific and 
Industrial Research undertakes 
directed and multidisciplinary 
research and technological 
innovation as well as encouraging 
industrial and scientific 
development in South Africa.

Fill in the blanks 

using this list of 

words:

- Reflected

- Beam Splitter

- Fingerprint

- In phase

- Laser

- Coherent 

puzzle your mind!!!

1. A beam of light shines from a ___________________ 

2.  The light hits a _______________ and some of the rays are reflected 

at an angle and the rest pass through.

3.  The light is then _____________ by a mirror back towards the Beam 

Splitter and it passes through. 

4.  The light that passed through the Beam Splitter in 2. is reflected by the 

______________________. It hits the Beam Splitter and is reflected 

at an angle. 

5.  When the distance between the Beam Splitter and the mirror matches the 

distance between the Beam Splitter and the fingerprint, the rays line up 

_____________, forming _______________ light which can be 

detected. 
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