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Websites:

http://www.biography.com/search/article.do?=9284349 – gives a concise, conventional history of Edison’s life.  It’s a good place to start, if only to know what else might be fruitful to look into.

http://tomedison.com – a virtual tour of his birthplace in Milan, Ohio.   It gives a short biography of his life and especially insight into his parents and their influence on Thomas Edison’s career.

http://www.kino.com/edison - delightful examples of movies made by Edison, a history of the development of movies, a picture gallery of still photos of Edison in his lab, as well as selected images from his kinoscopes.
http://invention.smithsonian.org/centerpieces/edison - a very complete background of Thomas Edison’s life from his birth to the end of his career; his philosophy and work ethic.
http://www.thehenryford.org/exhibits/edison/default.asp - site offers information about Edison, his inventions, and gives insight into the moving of his laboratory from New Jersey to the Henry Ford museum in Dearborn, MI.
http://memory.loc.gov/ammem/edhtml/edhome.html -  specific information about Edison’s motion picture, broadcasting and recorded sound inventions here.  His movie, “The Great Train Robbery,” is available to download, too.

http://www.edisonian.com  - a summary of a rare find: a box with 11 prototypes of the actual lightbulbs that were evidence in the patent trial to determine whether  Edison was the inventor.  It led to his being granted the patent.  This eventually prompted financiers such as J. P. Morgan to incorporate with him to form General Electric Co.  Links lead to a movie of some of his early work as well as much historical background info.

http://www.fi.edu/case_files/edison/   - an educational website offering copies of primary resources such as actual letters from Thomas Edison about various inventions and related subjects.  It offers teacher resources.

http://www.ideafinder.com/history/inventions/lightbulb.htm   - lists Edison’s invention in a timeline of other inventions from around the same time.  It illustrates the point that many innovators were busily creating new “things” and begs the question of why Edison was so successful.
http://www.nps.gov/archive/edis/edisonia/sound.html  - a National Park Service site that lets visitors virtually tour his laboratory in West Orange, New Jersey, as well as his home.  It is also a chance to hear some of his earliest recordings from brass bands to operas.

http://americanhistory.si.edu/edison/ - more photos from Edison’s life.
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Books :

Adler, David. A Picture Book of Thomas A. Edison


Cefrey, Holly. The Inventions of Thomas Alva Edison: Father of the Lightbulb and Motion Picture Camera
Delano, Marie. Inventing the Future: a photobiography of Thomas Edison

Hantula, R.  Thomas Edison
Tagliaferro, Linda. Thomas Edison: inventor
Audio-Visual Items:

Grace Productions. “For All Mankind: the Secrets of Thomas Edison”
Questar Visual.  “The Story of Thomas A. Edison”

Clearvue.  “Thomas Edison: the Electric Light”

Readers Theater Play:
“Try, Try Again!” A play about the life of Thomas Edison
(All of the above books, audio-visuals and the play are available through Follett Publishing Co. and would be suitable for a middle school curriculum.)
Museum visit:

I visited the birthplace of Thomas A. Edison in Milan, Ohio.  It is easily accessible from highway 80/90.  The town of Milan itself is charming with a mix of architectural styles, but it is immediately evident that the Edison home is from another era: pre-Civil War.  The entrance is next door to the Edison home and has some interesting examples of his varied inventions on display.  
   The simplicity of the furnishings testifies to the economic status of the Edisons at the time of Tom’s birth.  The actual bed he was born in is there as well as a cradle he may have been rocked in while his mother darned or knitted.  The story of his brief education is told by the guides.  Edison credits his mother with encouraging his curiosity and endowing him with a strong work ethic. 
   Websites and books quote Edison’s motto of genius being 99% perspiration and 1% inspiration.  One website gave an actual example of the test he administered to prospective employees and he seemed almost delighted that most men failed it.  (So did his own MIT-educated son!)  Depending on how you look at it, he was extremely stubborn or extremely dedicated.  One mathematician who worked for him for several years described how he could have saved himself and his employees a lot of time if he had believed in mathematics and scientific knowledge a little more and relied on his ability to experiment a little less.
   But all these observations aside, it was fascinating to see how humble his beginnings were and how much he accomplished by putting his inventions to work for him.  He plowed the money from his inventions into building several laboratories which he stocked with smart men who carried out his experiments.  He sought and received more patents than any other person ever has –over 1000!  He rose to great fame and fortune, but he also had some of his companies go bankrupt.  However, his own personal outlook was very optimistic if one can judge from the quotes.  He looked upon his hearing loss, for instance, as a blessing which allowed him to concentrate on his work better.  Every failed experiment was viewed as a lesson learned.
    He was married twice and some of his and his wife’s clothing is on display.  Edison was a complex man, perhaps more interested in his work than in his family.  He received great financial rewards for his inventions and wasn’t all that interested in experiments for the sake of advancing science.  He seemed to feel that his products should be useful and make money.  If they didn’t, he dropped them.  Edison became friends with other innovators from his era, such as Henry Ford.  He received many awards and great acclaim.
    Visiting his humble natal home, it really makes me wonder at what motivated him to accomplish so much.  Having also seen Abraham Lincoln’s birthplace, it makes me think that poverty and a great mother are key ingredients to success.
   Students could benefit from visiting Edison’s birthplace to see what life was like for people in 1847.  And they could examine the facts of his life, especially his maxims and sayings to see whether they agree with him or not.  It will amaze and amuse them to see what the first movies looked like and ponder what they will be like a hundred years from now.  They will definitely know more about a man who used his imagination and hard work to change his world.
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