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Timeless Thomas: How  
Thomas Edison Changed Our Lives

Library Lessons •

Grades 
K–5

by | Lynne Farrell Stover

Book Synopsis: Thomas Edison was an 
inventor extraordinaire! His many contributions 
to present-day technology are the theme of this 
enlightening picture book. Author and illustrator 
Gene Barretta juxtaposes the “now and then” 
on two-page spreads, each revealing a specific 
invention in a fun and informative manner. The 
endnotes feature a time line, a trivia section, 
and a bibliography. Also included is a page 
referencing some of the specific scientists and 
engineers who helped in Edison’s laboratories, 
with short biographical sketches of each and the 
page number of the illustration. 

Note: Students do not have to read the featured book 
to successfully complete these lessons.

Lesson I

Judging a Book by Its Cover
Introduction: Gene Barretta’s delightful cover 
is full of illustrations that cause the reader to 
pause and ask some important questions. Why is 
the man outlined in a lightbulb? What are those 
machines on the cover? Do these machines exist 
today, and if so, do they still look the same? 

Grade Level: K–5

Time Allocation: 15–25 minutes

Objectives 
The student will use visual clues to predict the 
content in a picture book.

Materials
Copy of book Timeless Thomas: How Thomas  
Edison Changed Our Lives, by Gene Barretta  
(Henry Holt, 2012). 

Procedure
1. Prepare and collect materials prior to class. 

2. Introduce the lesson by asking the students 
if they have ever heard the expression 
“You shouldn’t judge a book by its cover.” 

Ask them to tell you what they think this 
statement means. Possible responses include: 
“Don’t make a decision about someone  
based on how they look.” “Appearances  
can be misleading.” 

3. Display the cover of Timeless Thomas: How 
Thomas Edison Changed Our Lives, either by 
holding it up or using a document camera. 

4. Tell the students that in this case you can judge 
a book by its cover. Challenge the students to 
come up with some facts they can guess are in 
the book by the words and illustrations on the 
cover. Possible responses include: 

•	 The	book	is	about	Thomas	Edison.

•	 Edison	invented	the	electric	lightbulb.

•	 Gene	Barretta	is	the	author.

•	 There	are	machines	on	the	cover	that	
Edison probably invented.

5. Ask the students if they recognize any of 
the other machines on the cover. Ask them 
what they think they are. Explain that these 
inventions (clockwise from the top) are found in 
the book and described on the following pages: 
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book, Timeless Thomas: How Thomas Edison 
Changed Our Lives. Ask the students what 
they think this book is about. (Possible 
answers: The inventor Thomas Edison. The 
things Edison invented. How inventions are 
important to our way of life.)

3. Inform the students that this lesson is 
based on research using the “old-fashioned” 
hard-copy encyclopedias. Explain that 
encyclopedias are sets of books, organized 
alphabetically, containing information on 
many subjects. 

4. Display and review the visual Interesting 
Inventor—Thomas Edison. Tell the students 
that this is an example of a research activity 
that they will be doing. 

5. Emphasize that an important part of this 
lesson is recording where the information 
was found. This is called “source citation.” 
Point out the data cited on the visual. Ask 
the students why it is important to write 
down where information was found. (Possible 
answers: So you can go back and find the 
information again. Because you should give 
credit to the person who wrote it.)

6. Allow students to select the inventor they will 
be researching with the use of the Interesting 
Inventors Cards. This may be done randomly 
with the cards facedown or deliberately with 
the students viewing their choices and making 
a selection. Students may work independently 
or in pairs. 

7. Show the students where the encyclopedias 
are located, and instruct them to select 
the volume they will need to complete the 

1) Ediphone (dictation machine): page 13

2) Tinfoil phonograph: page 11

3) Arcade phonograph: page 13

4) Kinetophone (projector with sound):  
page 25

5) Electric pen: page 17

6) Kinetograph (motion picture camera):  
page 23 

6. Read the book to the students if time allows. 
This takes between seven and eight minutes.

7. Conclude this introductory lesson by asking 
the students if they were able to judge this 
book by the cover.

Lesson II

Interesting Inventors
Introduction: Inventors are creative people 
who act on their ideas. We can learn from their 
inspiration and determination.

Grade Level: 3–5

Time Allocation: 25–35 minutes 

Objective 
•	 The	student	will	use	an	encyclopedia	to	

research a specific topic.

•	 The	student	will	record	citation	information	
from their research. 

Materials
•	 Copy	of	Timeless Thomas: How Thomas Edison 

Changed Our Lives, by Gene Barretta 

•	 Visual:	Interesting	Inventor—Thomas	Edison	
at www.librarysparks.com

•	 Activity	Sheets:	Interesting	Inventor	 
at www.librarysparks.com

•	 Interesting	Inventor	Cards:	Run	 
off on cardstock and cut out at  
www.librarysparks.com

•	 Encyclopedias	

•	 Writing	tools	and	colored	pencils	

Procedure 

1. Prepare and collect materials prior to class.

2. Show the students the cover of the featured 
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exercise. Remind students that they are to look 
in the volume that represents the first letter in 
the inventor’s last name. 

8. Distribute and discuss the activity sheets, and 
allow students 15–20 minutes to complete 
their research. 

9. Encourage students, toward the end of the 
session, to share the most interesting facts they 
discovered about their inventors with the class. 

10. Display completed activity sheets on a bulletin 
board titled “Interesting Inventors.” 

Lesson III

Timeless Thomas Time Line
Introduction: Thomas Edison was a prolific 
inventor and received 1,093 US patents during his 
life. Students are introduced to just a fraction of 
these inventions as they create a unique time line. 

Grade Level: 2–5

Time Allocation: 15–20 minutes 

Objective 
•	 The	student	will	review	the	concept	of	 

a time line.

•	 The	students	will	work	as	a	group	to	solve	 
a problem.

Materials
•	 Copy	of	Timeless Thomas: How Thomas Edison 

Changed Our Lives, by Gene Barretta 

•	 Invention	Date	Cards	at	www.librarysparks.
com. Run off on cardstock and cut out. 

Procedure 

1. Prepare materials prior to class.

2. Introduce the lesson by showing the students 
the cover of the book Timeless Thomas: How 
Thomas Edison Changed Our Lives. (If time 
permits, read the book to the students. This 
takes between seven and eight minutes.)

3. Show the students pages 34–35 in the book, 

and tell them that this is a time line.  
Define a time line as a graphic representation 
of the passage of time. Explain that this is an 
interesting example of a time line because it 
goes from right to left and curves around. 

4. Ask the students why the author might have 
created such an unusual time line. (Possible 
answers include: He wanted the lightbulb to 
be in the middle because it was so important. 
The book is organized that way with the 
present on the left and the past on the right. 
He likes being different.) 

5. Inform the students that they will be  
creating a human time line using the same 
information that the author used concerning 
Edison’s inventions.

6. Distribute the Invention Date Cards to the 
students. Note: The number of cards used can 
be adjusted to accommodate the number of 
students in the class and/or the time allocated 
for the activity. 

7. Challenge the card-holding students to create 
a time line in the front of the room without 
talking. If all students did not participate, the 
remaining students can check the time line 
for correctness.

8. Encourage students who are curious about 
these inventions to look them up and report 
their functions to the class. 

❖ ❖ ❖ 

Lynne Farrell Stover has been an educator for more 
than forty years, serving as an elementary classroom 
teacher, a gifted-education specialist, and a middle 
school librarian. She is currently a teacher consultant 
at James Madison University in Harrisonburg, 
Virginia. She is the author of the Magical Library 
Lessons series and From Snicket to Shakespeare 
from UpstartBooks. 
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