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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from Bring Science Alive! Exploring Science Practices 
Grade 5, Unit 3, Lesson 2, Why Are Materials Different? Full support, including 
a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Women’s History Month

Marie Curie

Lesson Overview

Watch a video or read the text to learn about Marie Curie’s 
achievements. Then, students design their own investigation to 
answer a question about radioactivity.

Teacher Prep

Decide if the activity will be done in class or at home.

Procedures

1. Watch the video or read the text as a class.
2. Follow the instructions in the notebook to design an investigation.
3. Have students present their investigations and arguments to class.
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https://cdnproduction.teachtci.com/system/videos/2676/original/SSS_G5_U3_L2_Marie_Curie.mp4?1625673607


Marie Curie was a famous 
scientist who won two Nobel 
Prizes for her discoveries. One 
of the prizes was for discovering 
two new substances, radium 
and polonium.

Searching for a needle in haystack seems like 
an impossible task. But if you are as creative and 
persistent as Marie Curie was, you would find that 
needle. For Curie, the needle was a substance called 
radium. The haystack was the complex mineral that 
contained many substances called pitchblende. Toiling 
in an old shed that was too hot in the summer and 
too cold in the winter, she tried to separate radium 
from other substances in pitchblende. She spent three 
years separating more than a ton of the mixture. She 
got barely a pinch of a powder for all her efforts. This 
tiny bit of powder contained the radium that she was 
searching for. 

Marie Curie is one of the most famous 
scientists of all time. She was the first 
woman to win a Nobel Prize, which is one of 
the highest honors in science. She won this 
honor for her work on radioactive substances. 
Radioactive substances are substances that 
give off energy or tiny particles. 

Her careful studies of radioactivity led her 
to the discovery of two new substances: 
polonium and radium, which are both 
radioactive. Radium even glows in the dark 
because of the energy it gives off. She won 
a second Nobel Prize for discovering these 
substances. She was the first person to 
win two Nobel Prizes. While many people 
know about Marie Curie’s great success as 
a scientist, they may not know about the 
challenges she overcame during her life.

SUPER SIMPLE SCIENCE

Marie Curie
“All my life through, the new sights of nature made me rejoice like a child,” wrote 
Marie Curie. Her lifelong fascination with nature and love of new discoveries 
helped her become a famous scientist. What struggles did Marie Curie go 
through on her path to greatness?
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Marie Curie grew up in 
Warsaw with her brothers 
and sisters as the youngest 
of five children. Her family 
experienced many hardships 
as she grew up, but she never 
gave up on her dream to go 
to college and become a 
scientist. 

Early Hardships
Marie’s early life was not easy. She was born Maria 

Skłodowska in 1867 in Warsaw, Poland as the youngest 
of five children. At that time, the part of Poland 
where Maria lived was part of the Russian Empire 
and people who wanted Poland to be independent 
faced discrimination. Maria’s father was one of these 
people. He was a teacher, but he was fired because of 
his opinions about Poland. He had difficulty finding a 
good teaching job that paid enough money for him to 
support his family. 

Young Maria faced tragic losses. Her oldest sister 
died when Maria was only eight years old, and her 
mother died two years later. The loss of her mother 
was heartbreaking for Maria, but she still managed to 
excel in school, especially in math and science. 

Although Maria graduated at the top of her class, 
she could not go to college in Warsaw because 
women were not allowed to attend. Instead, she and 
one of her other older sisters went to secret classes at 
night. They also made a promise. Maria would help pay 
for her sister to study medicine in Paris, France, where 
women could go to college. When her sister finished 
school, she would help Maria go to college. 

Maria took this promise very seriously. She became 
a live-in governess, teaching the children of a wealthy 
family and sending money to her sister in France. She 
continued to teach herself math and science because 
she still dreamed of going to college one day. Although 
few women were scientists at the time, Maria hoped 
to become one.
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Marie Curie met her husband, 
Pierre, at a university in Paris. 
They were both scientists and 
worked together. They won 
the Nobel Prize for their work 
on radioactive substances.

Marie Curie was a working 
mother with two daughters, 
Irene and Eve. She continued 
to work as a scientist even 
after she started a family.

Reaching Her Dreams
At the age of 24, Maria Skłodowska achieved her 

dream of going to college when she was able to join 
her sister in Paris. Skłodowska was excited to finally 
be able to study science, but classes were not easy 
for her. Although she had tried to learn as much as 
possible on her own, she was not as well prepared as 
other students. Instead of giving up, Skłodowska spent 
hours studying late into the night in her small Paris 
apartment. Sometimes, she would even forget to eat. 

With her hard work, Skłodowska became an 
outstanding student. She was on her way to becoming 
a great scientist. She would begin her career studying 
steel. Her search for a place to do her research led her 
to the lab of scientist Pierre Curie. Pierre and Maria 
(Marie in French) shared a passion for science and 
married a year after meeting. They would devote their 
lives to their scientific work and to raising their two 
daughters, Irene and Eve. 

At first, the Curies did not work together. Then, Marie 
began investigating the newly discovered uranium rays. 
Uranium is a substance, and the rays it gives off are 
now known to be from radioactivity. Another scientist 
had discovered uranium’s mysterious rays, but he did 
not know what they were. Marie studied different 
mixtures that contained uranium, including pitchblende, 
and learned that radioactivity was a property of certain 
substances. Pierre was excited by Marie’s work and 
joined in the research. Together, they discovered the 
radioactive substances radium and polonium. 
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Marie Curie became famous 
around the world for her 
discoveries. Coins and stamps 
have been made in her honor. 

Marie Curie continued her 
research after the death of 
her husband. She proved 
radium was a substance and 
promoted its use to treat 
diseases.

Final Challenges
Marie and Pierre Curie would share the Nobel Prize 

for their work on radioactivity with the scientist who 
discovered the uranium rays. However, their research 
was hurting their health. Scientists now know that 
radioactive substances are dangerous to the human 
body. But no one knew this fact back then, and the 
Curies carried vials of radioactive substances in 
their pockets. 

Pierre died a few years after they received the 
Nobel Prize. However, it was not radioactivity that 
killed him, but instead he was run over by a carriage on 
a rainy afternoon. Marie was devastated by the death 
of the man who was her husband, her best friend, and 
her co-worker. But she found comfort in her work and 
in taking care of her daughters. After Pierre’s death, 
she took over his job at the university and became the 
first woman professor there.

Marie Curie faced a particular challenge in her 
research. Some scientists questioned whether 
radium was a substance. They thought that what 
she called radium might be a solid mixture made of 
other substances. Through more years of work, Curie 
proved that radium was a substance and won her 
second Nobel Prize. Her discoveries forever changed 
scientists’ understanding of matter.

Marie Curie continued her work on radioactive 
substances throughout her life. She was interested 
in using radium to treat diseases. She did not know 
it could cause diseases. She died of leukemia, which 
was caused by her life’s work. The needle in the 
haystack that Marie Curie worked so hard to find 
turned out to be a poisoned needle. 

5



Marie Curie discovered radium and won a Nobel Prize for her work on radioactive 
substances. But her research caused her health problems because radioactive substances 
are dangerous to the human body. Are radioactive substances helpful or harmful?

Let’s explore.

What else do you want to know about radioactive substances?

Steps
1. Come up with a testable question.
2. Plan an investigation to answer your question. (Will you make and test a model? Will 

you research? Will you conduct an experiment?)
3. Get your teacher’s approval. Then carry out your investigation!
4. Afterward, write a claim that answers your question. Give evidence from your 

investigation.
5. Present your argument to the class.

S U P E R  S I M P L E  S C I E N C E
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