
Nuclear words to know: 
 

Isotope: isotopes of the same element have the same number of protons but a different number of neutrons.  
Essentially, the mass is different. 
 
Radioisotopes: unstable isotopes that give off radiation. 
 
Radioactive decay: when the nucleus of an unstable atom loses energy by emitting radiation 
 
Radiation: the particles that are emitted from a nucleus as a result of nuclear instability 
 
Fission: the splitting of a large nucleus into two smaller nuclei. (used in nuclear power and atomic bombs) 
 
Rems: a unit for measuring radiation that adjusts for the effectiveness of the radiation causing damage to humans. 
 
Fusion: the combining of two light nuclei to make heavier, more stable nucleus.  (Stars do this.) 
 
Half-life: the time required for one half of an unstable isotope to give off radiation and decay into a different 
isotope.  The longer the half-life, the more stable the isotope. 
 
Parent nuclide: the heaviest nuclide in a decay series 
 
Geiger counter: a gas filled metal tube used to detect radiation.  Primarily detects beta. 
 
Daughter nuclide: the nuclides produced during a decay series 
 
Radioactivity: found in 1896 by Becquerel and the Curies. 
 
Transuranium elements: elements found after Uranium (atomic number 92).  These are manmade and 
radioactive. 
 
Nuclear Reactor: used in nuclear power plants.  The reactor, using fission, provides the heat which will heat the 
water into steam and the steam will turn the turbine engine which results in energy. 
 
C-14 Dating: used in materials that were living at one time (organic).  Since C-14 is unstable, scientists can view the 
C-14 to C-12 ratio to determine how old an artifact is.  The half-life of C-14 is 5730 years. 
 
Particle Accelerator: accelerate subatomic particles using magnetic fields that travel close to the speed of light and 
smash a nucleus.  Used in nuclear transformation. 
 
Alpha: a helium nucleus.  Can be blocked by skin. 
 
Gamma: pure energy.  Can be SOMEWHAT blocked by several feet of concrete or several inches of lead. 
 
Beta: an electron.  Can be blocked by aluminum or lead. 
 
Positron: antimatter (the opposite of beta) 
 
Nuclear Transformation: used to create new elements by changing one element into another with bombardment 
of the nucleus. 

 


