
Introduction: Algor mortis has been used as a tool to estimate the postmortem interval between 
death and the discovery of an individual who has died. This is especially important in medicolegal 
and forensic death investigations. Algor mortis is translated from Latin as “cold death” and 
describes the postmortem temperature change after someone has died. After death, individuals 
no longer produce body heat or cooling mechanisms, and the decedent temperature slowly 
approaches ambient temperature. This variable is based on the assumption that body 
temperature was normal at the time of death and includes both temperatures above and below 
normal living body temperature, 98.7 F. Rectal temperatures are commonly used as the standard 
to determine the decedent temperature and algor mortis.

Learning Target: Create an experiment to observe changes in body temperature after death.

Use mathematics and computational thinking to explain post-mortem changes used to determine 
post-mortem interval (PMI).

Task: Collect temperature data for Mr. Frankie (hot dog) to simulate postmortem changes in the 
body after death.

Materials:

•hot dog
•thermometer 
•styrofoam plate
•felt (approximately 5” x 4”)
•stopwatch

Lab Procedure:

Name(s):______________________________________________________________

Algor Mortis Lab

X X

1. Obtain a thermometer.

2. Take the ambient temperature of the room. Record this information on 
your data table.

3. Place your thermometer into Mr. Frankie (the hot dog) and place into a 
hot water bath. Bring the temperature of the hot dog up to 98.6 (or pretty 
close). *This represents the body temperature of Mr. Frankie at death.

4. Pull the body of Mr. Frankie from the water bath and place it on a 
styrofoam plate. (Note: the temperature may continue to rise. If this 
happens, allow the temperature to decrease to 98 degrees before starting 
the timer.)

5. Measure the temperature of Mr. Frankie’s body every 30 seconds for 13.5 
minutes.

6. Record the temperature of the body in the data table at each time 
interval.

7. Record for the entire 13.5 minutes.

8. Repeat steps 3 –6, except you will simulate clothing by wrapping Frank 
Furter’s body in a piece of felt.
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Data Table:

Ambient Room Temperature: ____________

Time 

(min)

Temp of Mr. 

Frankie un-clothed 

(deg F)

Temp of Mr. 

Frankie

clothed (deg F)

Time 

(min)

Temp of Mr. 

Frankie un-

clothed (deg F)

Temp of Mr. 

Frankie

clothed (deg F)

0 8.0

0.5 8.5

1.0 9.0

1.5 9.5

2.0 10.0

2.5 10.5

3.0 11.0

3.5 11.5

4.0 12.0

4.5 12.5

5.0 13.0

5.5 13.5

6.0 14.0

6.5 14.5

7.0 15.0

7.5 15.5
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Line Graph:

Your graph should include the following: 

A descriptive title _____________       Both axes labeled ___________        Units on both axes _____________

A legend to show which color line describes which experimental conditions: __________
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Graph the temperature vs time for the change in body temperature (un-clothed) 
and (clothed). Use a different color for each of the different lines.



Post Lab Questions:

1.What is algor mortis?

2. What are two other ways (besides algor mortis) that can be useful in 

determining PMI?

3. Suppose a body is found lightly clothed next to an electric heater which is still 

in operation. Using the data collected from your experiment, explain how an 

investigator would go about estimating a time of death.

4. A body is found in a home basement in Denver, Colorado in December. The 

ambient temperature of the basement is 45 degrees Fahrenheit. Explain how 

investigators would go about estimating a time of death.

5. Why is it so important to record the ambient temperature of a crime scene?

6. Why might it be important for an investigator to accurately estimate the time 

of death when someone dies under suspicious circumstances?

©The Trendy Science Teacher


	Slide 1
	Slide 2
	Slide 3
	Slide 4

