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 Thomas Alva Edison – Inventor of the Incandescent Lamp 

 

 Thomas Edison was born in Milan, Ohio on February 11, 1847. His parents moved to 
Port Huron, Michigan when he was just seven so that his father could work in the lumber 
business.  
  
His teacher thought Edison was a slow learner. His mother was so upset that she removed 
him from school and taught him at home. Edison always credited his mother with his 
successes. He was mechanically inclined and 
loved to investigate things. By the age of 12 he 
got a job as a newspaper seller on a commuter 
train that went back and forth from his home 
town to Detroit. Edison soon learned to become a 
telegrapher, sending Morse code messages using 
a telegraph. Having lost most of his hearing by 
the age of 15 from an accident, Edison was still 
able to get a job in many cities working at his 
new trade. 
  
In 1869 Edison moved to New York City. By that 
time he was working as a full time  inventor and 
already held several patents. By the early 1870s 
Edison had many patents in the telegraph 
industry including a machine that could send a 
message in two different directions at the same 
time. He married Mary Stillwell in 1871 on 
Christmas Day. While they had three children, 
Edison spent the vast majority of his time in his 
work. He opened his famous Menlo Park, New 
Jersey laboratory in 1876. From this location 
came a flow of new patents. One was his 
invention of the phonograph in 1877. 
  
In 1878 Edison formed the Edison Electric Light Company whose sole purpose was to invent 
the incandescent lamp and the means to distribute power and lighting throughout a city. 
The following year he had a working lamp which many people came to see at his laboratory. 
In 1882 Edison installed the first commercial lighting system in Lower Manhattan in New 
York City.  
  
But as the lighting craze developed there were two main ways to light the lamps and 
provide electricity in general. One was with direct current or DC and the other was with 
alternating current or AC. George Westinghouse championed the cause of AC current and 
Thomas Edison led the group supporting DC current. By the end of the decade of the 1880s 
however, AC became the final victor in the competition.  

 
Thomas Edison worked on many other projects including motion pictures with sound 

and ways to use cement. He received 1,093 patents in all and filed for some 500 more that 
were unsuccessful. Edison was good friends with Henry Ford for many years. 
  
Edison remarried in 1886, two years after the death of his first wife. Thomas Alva Edison 
continued with his inventive ways into the 1920s. On the 18th of October, 1931 Mr. Edison 
passed away at his estate in West Orange, New Jersey.  
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Name: _______________________________________  Date: ________ 

Thomas Alva Edison 

 

 

 

 

 

Who What When 

Where Why How 
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Name: _______________________________________  Date: ________ 

Thomas Alva Edison  

Multiple Choice Questions 

Circle the correct answer. 

1. Edison’s highest level of education was graduating from 
a. Elementary school 
b. High school  
c. University  
d. None of the above 

 
 

2. Among other things Edison invented   

a. The phonograph 
b. The telegraph 
c. AC current  
d. All of the above 

 

3. Edison’s main research laboratory for electricity was located in  
 

a. Detroit, Michigan 
b. Menlo Park, New Jersey 
c. New York City 
d. West Orange, New Jersey 

 

4. How many patents did Edison receive? 
 

a. Less than 10 
b. Less than 100 
c. Less than 1,000 
d. More than 1,000 

 

5. Who was Edison’s competitor in developing electricity for cities? 
 

a. Henry Ford 
b. Samuel Morse 
c. George Westinghouse 
d. None of the above 

 

6. One purpose of the Edison Electric Light Company was to invent   
 

a. The incandescent lamp 
b. The fluorescent lamp 
c. Both a. and b. above 
d. None of the above 
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Name: _______________________________________  Date: ________ 

 
Thomas Alva Edison  

Short Answer Questions 
 
 

1. Edison was successful without having any formal schooling. Do you think someone 
today could be successful without formal schooling? Explain why or why not.  

 
 
 
 

2. Name three of Edison’s inventions.  
 
 
 
 

3. What do the abbreviations AC and DC stand for when talking about electricity? Which 
one do we use in the United States? 

 
 
 
 

4. Edison’s first job was to sell newspapers on a commuter train at age 12. Would you 
want that job at 12 years old? Explain why or why not. 

 
 
 
 

5. Edison had three children. Based on what you read here, would you want to be one of 
his children? Explain why or why not. 

 
 
 
 

6. In 1882 Edison had 106 patents approved by the U.S. Patent Office. A patent is 
awarded for a new invention of some kind. What do you think about Edison’s large 
number of patents? 

 
 
 
  

7. Edison has 424 patents for electric light and power, 199 for phonographs and sound 
recording, 186 for telegraphy and telephony and 49 for cement, including a patent for 
water-proofing paint for cement walls. Do some research to find out how Edison 
became interested in cement. 
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Thomas Alva Edison  
Answer Key 

 
Multiple Choice 
 

1. d. 
2. a.  
3. b.  
4. d.  
5. c.  
6. a. 

 
Short Answer Questions 
 

1. Individual response  
 

2. Telegraph messages going both ways; electric incandescent light bulb; phonograph   
 

3. AC – alternating current; DC – direct current. U.S. uses AC.  
 

4. Individual response 
 

5. Individual response 
 

6. Individual response 
 

7. In 1887 Edison experimented with electromagnetic separation of iron and gold 
from ore. When that commercial venture failed Edison adapted the machinery to 
cement processing.  

 
 


