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George Washington’s presidential cabinet members often disagreed, but he challenged them to 
compromise. 

LEVEL: 
Upper Elementary and Middle School

TIMEFRAME: 
Approximately one class session 

STANDARDS:
· Reading
· Working in teams
· Speaking and listening

· Early American History
· Technology integration

EAD THEME: 
Civic Participation 

QUESTIONS: 
· How did George Washington’s cabinet work through the neutrality crisis with compromise,

civic disagreement, and civic friendship?
· What qualities of character, virtues, or values make a good citizen or leader?
· Why are civil disagreements and toleration of differing views important?

OBJECTIVES 
Students will be able to read and respond to primary and secondary sources to understand the 
first cabinet and decision-making skills 

Students will be able to present their findings and explain the biographies and viewpoints of 
important cabinet members. 

Students will learn the importance of civic friendship and compromise and apply it to their 
own lives and friendships. 

https://www.educatingforamericandemocracy.org/the-roadmap/7themes/
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 PLAN: 

Engage: 

1. Encourage the students to think about friendship. Do all of your friends agree with
you about everything? Should they agree with you about the “important” things? Do
they give you advice when you need it? Do they give you advice when you don’t?

a. Have you ever had friends that you completely disagree with? Have you ever
changed your mind based on what they said?

b. Who do you think should give the president advice?
2. Explain to the students that the Constitutional Convention delegates did not create the

cabinet or cabinet meetings in the U.S. Constitution. Washington himself was inspired
to create a cabinet, modeling it on his military war councils.

a. Optional: read out loud the Background Information for more context.

Explore: 

1. Explain to the students that Washington wanted to represent diverse perspectives,
experiences, and expertise before making decisions that would become precedent for
future situations.

2. Move students into “jigsaw groups” – groups of four – to do an activity involving the
original cabinet members

a. Provide biographies and portraits to the students (included in PDF), and ask
each student in each group to read about a different cabinet member. Give
the students time to read over their biography and become familiar with it.

3. Create temporary “expert groups” of students assigned the same cabinet member.
Distribute the graphic organizer worksheet (included in PDF).

a. Give students in these expert groups time to discuss the main points of their
biography, complete their section of the graphic organizer, and rehearse the
presentations they will make to their jigsaw group.

4. Have the students return to their jigsaw groups and present their biography to the
group. Tell the students to complete the organizer as each person presents. When all
four students have shared, the graphic organizer should be complete.

5. Tell the students to discuss what they have learned about Hamilton, Jefferson, Knox,
and Randolph.

a. How were they alike? How were they different? How did their politics differ?

6. Play Be Washington: Genet Affair - http://www.bewashington.org/ (20 minutes)

a. Select the Genet Affair scenario and allow students to complete the interactive
experience

http://www.bewashington.org/
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Explain/Evaluate: 

1. Discuss the outcomes of the scenario with the following questions: 
a. From the interactive game and the readings, do you think both sides of the 

issue were represented?  
b. What was Washington’s role in the discussions? 
c. How did the cabinet members agree and disagree? 
d. Do you think the disagreements were part of a productive conversation? 
e. Do you think the opposing views would keep the men from working together 

in the future? 
f. How can we work with others that disagree with us to help make change in 

society? 
g. Why are civil disagreements and toleration of differing views important 

today? 
 

2. Explain that President Washington made the decision to release the Proclamation of 
Neutrality four days after the meeting. The nation would remain neutral. 

a. Congress passed the Neutrality Act in June 1794, making it illegal for an 
American citizen to wage war against any other country at peace with the U.S. 

 

Final Discussion: Choose one of the following, basing opinions on Be Washington and 
biographies. 

1. Why are civil disagreements and toleration of differing views important? Were there 
“sides” to the discussion? How did Jefferson and Hamilton relate to one another during 
the meeting and privately? How did they work together as a group? How did they 
compromise? 

2. Did the cabinet members and Washington display civic friendship? Give examples. 
3. Should today’s political leaders work with people with varying opinions? Why or why 

not? 
4. Name a time you accomplished something when working with people of different 

backgrounds and viewpoints. 
5. How can you have civic friendships with people you disagree with? 

 
Extend: 

1. Secretary of State Thomas Jefferson often wrote the minutes of the cabinet meetings. 
The minutes were different than his private notes. Below are the minutes of the first 
cabinet meeting concerning the neutrality crisis.  
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a. In the minutes, Jefferson mentions the questions that Washington sent the 
cabinet members prior to the meeting, just as he did prior to war councils 
during the American Revolution. He sent questions to the cabinet members 
before each meeting and they served as the meetings’ agendas. 

b. Jefferson’s notes were private and included his personal thoughts about the 
meetings.  

2. Read the highlights of the minutes and the notes. Write a paragraph citing examples of 
how Jefferson agreed and disagreed with the other cabinet members. What were his 
opinions about the other cabinet members and their ideas? 

 

Minutes of a Cabinet Meeting 

[Philadelphia, 19 April 1793] 

At a meeting of the heads of Departments & the attorney General, at the President’s april 19th 
1793. to consider the foregoing questions proposed by the President: it was agreed by all on 
Quest. I—(to wit, “shall a proclamation issue” &ca) that a Proclamation shall issue forbidding 
our Citizens to take part in any hostilities on the seas with or against any of the belligerent 
Powers; & warning them against carrying to any such powers any of those articles deemed 
contraband according to the modern usage of nations, and enjoining them from all acts & 
proceedings inconsistent with the duties of a friendly nation towards those at War.1 

Quest. II. (to wit—“Shall a Minister from the Republic of France be received”?) agreed 
unanimously that he shall be received.2 

The remaining questions were postponed for further consideration 

 

Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on a Cabinet Meeting 

[Philadelphia] May 6. [1793] written 

Apr. 18. The President sends a set of Questions to be considered & calls a meeting.1 tho those 
sent me were in his own hand writing, yet it was palpable from the style, their ingenious tissu 
& suite that they were not the President’s, that they were raised upon a prepared chain of 
argument, in short that the language was Hamilton’s, and the doubts his alone. they led to a 
declaration of the Executive that our treaty with France is void.2 E.R. the next day tells me, 
that the day before the date of these questions, Hamilton went with him thro’ the whole chain 
of reasoning of which these questions are the skeleton, & that he recognised them the moment 
he saw them. 

We met. the 1st question whether we should receive the French minister Genest was proposed, 
& we agreed unanimously that he should be received, Hamilton at the same time expressing 
his great regret that any incident had happd which should oblige us to recognize the 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0362#GEWN-05-12-02-0362-fn-0001
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0362#GEWN-05-12-02-0362-fn-0002
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426#GEWN-05-12-02-0426-fn-0001
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426#GEWN-05-12-02-0426-fn-0002
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government, the next question was whether he shd be received absolutely, or with 
qualifications, here H. took up the whole subject, and went through it in the order in which the 
questions sketch it. see the chain of his reasoning in my opinion of Apr. 28. Knox subscribed at 
once to H’s opinion that we ought to declare the treaty void, acknoleging at the same time, like 
a fool as he is, that he knew nothing about it. I was clear it remained valid. E.R. declared 
himself of the same opinion, but on H’s undertaking to present to him the authority in 
Vattel3 (which we had not present) & to prove to him that, if the authority was admitted, the 
treaty might be declared void, E.R. agreed to take further time to consider. it was adjourned. 
we determd Unanimly the last qu. that Congress shd nt be called. there havg been an 
intimation by E.R. that in so great a question he shd chuse to give a written opinion, & this 
being approvd by the Pres. I gave in mine Apr. 28. H. gave in his. I believe Knox’s was never 
thought worth offering or asking for. E.R. gave his May 6. concurring with mine.4 The Presidt 
told me the same day he had never had a doubt about the validity of the treaty: but that since a 
question had been suggested he thought it ought to be considered. that this being done, I 
might now issue Passports to sea vessels in the form prescribed by the French treaty. I had for 
a week past only issd the Dutch form; to have issd the French wd have been presupposing the 
treaty to be in existence.5 the Presidt suggested that he thought it wd be as well that nothing 
should be sd of such a question havg been under consideration. 

 

 

 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426#GEWN-05-12-02-0426-fn-0003
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426#GEWN-05-12-02-0426-fn-0004
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426#GEWN-05-12-02-0426-fn-0005
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The U.S. Constitution intentionally did not create a cabinet or advisory committee for the 
president. Congress wanted the president to come to the senate for advice or “he may require 
the Opinion, in writing, of the principal Officer in each of the executive Departments, upon 
any Subject relating to the Duties of their respective Offices.” This is often called the “Opinion 
Clause” of the Constitution and can be found in Article II, Section II, Clause I. In 1789, 
Congress created three Executive Departments: Foreign Affairs (later in the same year 
renamed State), Treasury, and War. It also provided for an Attorney General and a Postmaster 
General. President Washington never used the term “cabinet” during his eight years in office. 

 

Background Questions to Consider: 

· Who should be nominated by President Washington for “principal Officers in each of the 
executive Departments”?  

· What qualifications should they have? List them on the board. 
· Who do you think appeared in the first cabinet meeting in President Washington’s private 

study on Market Street, Philadelphia on November 26, 1791? 
 



 

 
BACKGROUND INFORMATION: SUPPORTING BIOGRAPHIES 

CIVIC FRIENDSHIP AND 
COMPROMISE: THE FIRST CABINET 

 
 
George Washington Teacher Institute | mountvernon.org/teachers   1 

 
THOMAS JEFFERSON 

Born in 1743, Jefferson, like Washington, was a 
tall redhead from the middling planter class. 
After attending William and Mary and studying 
law, he served in the House of Burgesses. He, 
too, raised his status by marrying a wealthy 
widow, Martha Wayles Skelton. 

Jefferson considered himself a farmer and spent 
his life improving his plantations, especially 
Monticello, just as Washington cared for Mount 
Vernon. But it was in his devotion to the cause of 
the American Revolution that Jefferson most 

resembled Washington. As a member of the Continental Congress, Jefferson was 
recognized for his brilliant writing, expressed most clearly in the Declaration of 
Independence. He later served in Virginia's assembly and then became Governor. Back 
in the Confederation Congress, he helped draft legislation that opened the west for 
settlement. In 1784, he was appointed ambassador to France. 

Jefferson returned to the United States in November 1789 to serve as Washington's 
Secretary of State. In the U.S. government, the Secretary of State is the head of the 
State Department, which deals with foreign policy. The Secretary of State engages in 
negotiations with foreign countries and in many ways is considered America's 
foremost diplomat. 

Jefferson successfully balanced the new country’s relatively weak international 
position with his desire for U.S. territorial and commercial expansion. However, as 
Secretary of State, Jefferson’s approach to foreign affairs was limited by Washington’s 
preference for neutrality. Jefferson favored closer ties to France instead, who had 
supported the United States during the Revolutionary War. 

His troubles with Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton began almost 
immediately. He questioned Hamilton's plan for funding and considered the Bank of 
the United States unconstitutional. As the French Revolution grew more violent, 
Jefferson continued to support an alliance with France against Hamilton who favored 
closer ties with Great Britain. He even came to believe that Hamilton and his 
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Federalists were bent on restoring a monarchy in the United States and that 
Washington had fallen completely under their spell. 

Thomas Jefferson served as the first Secretary of State from March 22, 1790, to 
December 31, 1793. 

(adapted from: Thomas Jefferson https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-
encyclopedia/article/thomas-jefferson/ ) 

 

ALEXANDER HAMILTON 

Alexander Hamilton was a founding father of the 
United States who fought in the American 
Revolutionary War, helped draft the Constitution, 
and served as the first secretary of the treasury. He 
was the founder and chief architect of the American 
financial system. 

Hamilton arrived in the colonies from St. Croix in 
late 1772 and attended King’s College in New York 
City. While in New York, Hamilton became a 
supporter of colonial protests against British 
imperial policy. Hamilton eventually became one of 

Washington’s most valued staff members during the Revolutionary War, and had a 
variety of responsibilities, including writing letters to Congress, state politicians, and 
other Continental Army officers. On October 14, 1781, Hamilton led the successful 
assault of Redoubt 10 during the Siege of Yorktown, which contributed to the 
surrender of General Lord Charles Cornwallis.  

Hamilton was selected by New York to be a delegate to the Confederation Congress in 
1782. He served as one of New York’s delegates to the Constitutional Convention at 
Philadelphia in 1787. Hamilton passionately campaigned for the Constitution and was 
a delegate to the New York ratifying convention in Poughkeepsie during the summer 
of 1788. He helped convince largely antifederalist New York to ratify the new 
Constitution. 

After George Washington was elected the nation’s first president in 1789, he 
appointed Hamilton as Secretary of the Treasury. Hamilton wanted to create a stable 

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/thomas-jefferson/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/thomas-jefferson/
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financial foundation for the nation and increase the power of the central government. 
He pushed for the national government to assume state debts. Hamilton made the First 
Bank of the United States a centerpiece of his financial plan. Modeled on the Bank of 
England, the bank held government funds, issued loans to the government, and 
provided currency. Hamilton’s opponents, led by Jefferson and Madison, believed his 
policies dangerously empowered the central government and favored the rich over 
farmers. Jefferson and Hamilton also disagreed over foreign policy. After war broke 
out between Great Britain and France in 1793, Hamilton favored Washington’s 
Proclamation of Neutrality, which Jefferson opposed. Jefferson resigned in December 
1793, frustrated that Washington usually sided with Hamilton. In 1794, Hamilton 
helped quell the Whiskey Rebellion, and resigned from his cabinet post in January 
1795. 

Hamilton remained active politically after leaving the cabinet, and helped draft 
Washington’s Farewell Address in 1796.  

(adapted from: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/alexander-
hamilton ) 

 

EDMUND RANDOLPH 

Edmund Randolph was born on August 10, 1753, to a 
prominent Virginia family. After graduating from the 
College of William & Mary, he pursued a career in 
law. He served as an aide-de-camp to General George 
Washington in 1775 and later had an extensive political 
career. Randolph is perhaps best remembered for 
introducing the Virginia Plan to the Constitutional 
Convention, which proposed a legislative branch 
consisting of two chambers. After serving as Delegate 
to the Constitutional Convention, he was a member of 
President Washington’s administration - first as 

Attorney General, and then as Secretary of State until he resigned in 1795.  

Although he had little military training, Randolph greatly admired Washington and 
presented himself at Washington’s headquarters in August 1775 with letters of 
introduction from various important Virginians; Randolph was appointed as an aide-

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/alexander-hamilton
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/alexander-hamilton
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de-camp. From there, he was elected as a representative to the 1776 Virginia 
Convention at age twenty-three. He was also elected as Virginia’s first Attorney 
General and Mayor of Williamsburg. In 1779, Randolph was selected to represent 
Virginia as a delegate to the Continental Congress, and in 1786 he was elected 
governor of Virginia. Upon hearing the news of Randolph’s victory as governor, 
Washington wrote to him: “It gave me great pleasure to hear that the voice of the 
Country had been directed to you as chief magistrate of this Commonwealth.” It was 
as governor of Virginia that Randolph served as a delegate to the Constitutional 
Convention and introduced the Virginia Plan. Despite Washington’s confidence in 
him, Randolph resigned as Governor in 1788 in favor of serving in Virginia’s House 
of Delegates.  

He did not remain in the House of Delegates for long, because in 1789 Washington 
appointed him as the nation’s first Attorney General. Randolph was tasked with 
essentially defining the country’s justice system. Like future attorney generals, he 
maintained a private law practice while serving as advisor to the president. He also 
performed personal legal work for the president and became one of Washington's most 
trusted advisors. He wrote speeches and official papers for Washington on many 
occasions. Randolph soon became Washington's mediator in the bitter quarrels 
between Alexander Hamilton and Thomas Jefferson.  

In 1794, he replaced Jefferson as Secretary of State.  

(adapted from: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/edmund-
randolph/ ) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/edmund-randolph/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/edmund-randolph/
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HENRY KNOX 

Boston-born Henry Knox was a Revolutionary War 
general and was the leader in the development of the 
country’s early armed forces. A self-taught pupil of 
military history, Knox possessed a keen 
understanding of martial strategy and quickly became 
a Chief Artillery Officer and General. His positive 
personality and loyal character made him a friend to 
many, including George Washington. Washington 
entrusted Knox with some of the most critical 
responsibilities of the war and his subsequent 
presidency. The two men built a lifelong friendship 
marked by mutual respect and admiration. “With 

respect to General Knox,” Washington once wrote, “there is no man in the United 
States with whom I have been in habits of greater intimacy; no one whom I have loved 
more sincerely, nor any for whom I have had a greater friendship.” 

Knox was passionate about American independence. After his first encounter with 
Washington in July 1775, Knox was quick to sing the praises of his future officer and 
friend, marveling at his ability to “fill his place with vast ease and dignity, and 
dispense happiness around him.” By the Battle of Yorktown in October 1781, the 
artillery arm of the Continental Army was so impressive that the Marquis de Lafayette 
called it “one of the wonders of the Revolution.” 

Knox was elected Secretary of War by Congress in 1785, and in 1789 he was 
appointed Secretary of War in President Washington's new cabinet. In this capacity, he 
developed a plan for a national militia, setting a precedent that guided the new nation’s 
military training for more than a century and a half. As Secretary, Knox also tried to 
control domestic conflict, such as Shay’s Rebellion of 1787. Believing it better “to 
regulate events instead of being regulated by them,” Knox favored stronger central 
government as a way to slow such problems. Driven by this conviction, Knox emerged 
as a strong Federalist, joining the ranks of such figures as John Adams and Alexander 
Hamilton in their belief that the federal government should rule over state authority. 
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Conflicts with various groups of Native peoples primarily occupied Knox in his role as 
Secretary of War. Knox oversaw a government policy of steady removal of native 
people, including the Creek and Cherokee, from their traditional lands.  

Washington accepted Knox's resignation with regret on December 28, 1794. 

(adapted from: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/henry-knox/ ) 

 

 

 

https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/henry-knox/
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NAME___________________________________ 
 
DATE ___________________________________ 
 

 
Name & Home State Dates Served Position in Cabinet         Responsibilities           Qualifications 
Alexander Hamilton 
 
 
State: 
 
 
 

    

Henry Knox 
 
State: 
 
 
 

    

Thomas Jefferson 
 
 
State: 
 
 
 

    

Edmund Randolph 
 
 
State: 
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Links that accompany the lesson plan: 
1. Be Washington: It’s Your Turn to Lead – Genet Affair (about 20 minutes for activity) 

An interactive game that features four scenarios where students can make decisions based on 
expert advice. Will they make the same decisions as Washington? 
http://www.bewashington.org/ 
 

2. Cabinet Members – (links to biographies also in the article) 
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/cabinet-
members/ 
Hamilton: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-
encyclopedia/article/alexander-hamilton 
Knox: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/henry-
knox/ 
Jefferson: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-
encyclopedia/article/thomas-jefferson/ 
Randolph: https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-
encyclopedia/article/edmund-randolph/ 
 

3. From George Washington to the Cabinet, 18 April 1793  
A letter that includes Washington's list of 13 questions sent to the cabinet members prior to their 
meeting. 
“From George Washington to the Cabinet, 18 April 1793,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0358  
 
 

4. Genet Affair 
An article about the neutrality crisis and the country’s dilemma on supporting France or Great 
Britain during the war in Europe. The cabinet also had to meet to discuss whether to officially 
receive the representative of France.  
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/genet-affair/ 
 

5. Letter from Alexander Hamilton, Concerning the Public Conduct and Character of John  
Adams, Esq. President of the United States, 24 October 1800  
"Very different from the practice of Mr. Adams was that of the modest and sage Washington. He 
consulted much, pondered much, resolved slowly, resolved surely.  
“Letter from Alexander Hamilton, Concerning the Public Conduct and Character of John Adams, 
Esq. President of the United States, [24 October 1800],” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-25-02-0110-0002.  
 

6. Minutes of a Cabinet Meeting, 19 April 1793 
Brief meeting minutes taken by Thomas Jefferson the day after receiving the 13 questions from 
Washington. Only questions 1-3 were discussed. 

http://www.bewashington.org/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/cabinet-members/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/cabinet-members/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/alexander-hamilton
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/alexander-hamilton
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/henry-knox/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/henry-knox/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/thomas-jefferson/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/thomas-jefferson/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/edmund-randolph/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/edmund-randolph/
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0358
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/genet-affair/
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Hamilton/01-25-02-0110-0002
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“Minutes of a Cabinet Meeting, 19 April 1793,” Founders Online, National Archives, 
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0362. 
 

7. Neutrality Proclamation 
An explanation of Washington’s Neutrality Act published 4 days after receiving Washington’s 
questions and 3 days after the cabinet members met. 
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/neutrality-
proclamation/ 

8. Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on a Cabinet Meeting, 6 May 1793 
Thomas Jefferson’s personal notes about a cabinet meeting concerning the neutrality crisis and 
the receiving of the French representative Genet. 
“Thomas Jefferson’s Notes on a Cabinet Meeting, 6 May 1793,” Founders Online, National 
Archives, https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426  

 

https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0362
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/neutrality-proclamation/
https://www.mountvernon.org/library/digitalhistory/digital-encyclopedia/article/neutrality-proclamation/
https://founders.archives.gov/documents/Washington/05-12-02-0426
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