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Lesson Plan 
 
Topic: George Washington and the Transition of Power Time: 1 period 
 
Objectives: (SWBAT) 
• create a visual representation of issues at the end of the Revolution 
• list the key phrases of the documents used in the lesson 
• analyze the Farewell Address 
• propose a counterfactual prediction if George Washington had not voluntarily 
left office. 
 
Procedures: 
1. Review past lessons on the conditions of the country at the end of the 
Revolutionary war - draw visual representation of the key issues of the day (include items 
like: money supply, death rates, destroyed trade, French alliance, Congressional difficulties, 
etc.) 
 
2. Ask students to identify what they consider to be the most important issue of the day and 
write three sentences why that issue is more important than any other issue facing the nation 
at the end of the war. Write the issues up on the board. See if there are any patterns or 
agreements. 
 
3. Distribute three documents: Circular Letter to the States (June 8, 1783); 
Resignation from the Army (December 23, 1783); Continental Congress's Answer to George 
Washington's Resignation Address (December 23, 1783). Divide students into six groups. 
Two groups will read each document. Have students fill out the Data Retrieval Chart - DRC -
- (George Washington and the Transition of Power). After each group is finished with their 
respective document, recombine groups which read the same document. Make sure each 
group agrees on the basic components of the document. 
 
4. Conduct a jigsaw on the three documents. Make sure students understand the 
components of each document. Once everyone is in agreement, and understands the issues of 
the day, now ask students to explain why Washington resigned his role as Commander and 
what the Circular Letter identified as the ‘unfinished work’ pf the country. What did 
Washington mean by “we have a national character to establish”?
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5  Give background information to clarify the transition from statesman general 
to citizen-statesman. See Lecture Notes attached. 
 
 
6. Distribute Farewell Address (September 19, 1796). Using the same DRC as before, fill in 
the chart on the Farewell Address. Discuss the key components and issues of the Farewell 
Address. Ask students: 
 

•  What are the paramount issues included in Washington's Farewell Address? From 
Washington's perspective, how are domestic and foreign policy issues interrelated? 
•  What does Washington have to say regarding Personal Reflections, 
Admonitions, and Recommendations ? 
•  What central issues of the day were not included in Washington's 
Farewell? Why do you think they were omitted? Explain 
•  Why did Washington leave office with all the issues still not solved? 

 
7. Using the overhead, show transparency of the quote from Napoleon: "They wanted me to 
be another Washington." With a partner, ask students to clarify what Napoleon meant by his 
statement. Write the descriptors on the board. Ask students to suggest, in a counterfactual 
way, what changes the country might have experienced if Washington refused to step down 
from office (either military or Presidential). Write this scenario in their notebooks. 
 
 
Notebook Entries: 
 
Left side entries: 
Visual Representation of the Key Issues at the end of the War POV: THE most important 
issue of the day and reasons DRC - George Washington and the Transition of Power 
Napoleon Quote and its meaning 
Counterfactual Scenerio 
 
Right Side entries: 
 Lecture Notes 

Materials: 

Documents: Resignation from the Army 

Document:  Continental Congress’s Answer to George Washington Resignation Addres
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Document: Circular Letter to the States (a multimedia presentation of this can be found 
at www.pbs/georgewashingtoninaultinledia/index,html --read by Charlton Heston) 
 
Document: Farewell Address (a multimedia presentation of this can be found at 
www.,pbs/georgewashington/multimedia/index.html--read by Charlton Heston) 
 
DRC: George Washington and the Transition of Power 
 

Transparency: Napoleon Quote  

Lecture 
 
Lecture Outline 
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Lecture Outline 

I. The General Resigns, 1783 
A. Statesman General to Statesman Citizen 
B. Disbanded Troops 
C. Resignation of Commission 

 
II. The Citizen Stirs, 1784-1788 

A. Return to Mount Vernon 
 
III. The Drama of Founding, 1788-1789 

A. Washington and the New Government B. Inauguration. 
C. The Annual Addresses. 
D. The Farewell Address
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Lecture 

I. The General Resigns, 1783 

A. Statesman General to Statesman Citizen 

Washington's transition from statesman-general to citizen-statesman occurred almost 
effortlessly. The year-and-a half delay between the decisive victory at Yorktown and the 
achievement of a negotiated peace, with the subsequent six-month delay before all 
appropriate ratifications had been secured, imposed upon Washington the difficult and 
sensitive task of maintaining an army prepared to fight at the same time as the new nation 
was yearning to reacquire the arts of peace. Washington acted on the principle that the army 
had to remain standing less for the sake of defending the nation's freedom than for the sake 
of symbolizing a free nation until the rest of the world officially concurred in its existence. 
From the beginning of this time, however, he inculcated lessons of political responsibility 
which entailed strengthening the federal union, honoring its debts, and regulating its orderly 
expansion through the continent. His wide correspondence bears universally the mark of his 
solicitude-above all for the just compensation of the soldiers. 

B. Disbanded Troops 

Washington disbanded the anny just as soon as the peace was made final. In taking leave of 
his troops he no less exhorted them to a republican faith than he had exhorted their fellow-
republicans, the civilians, to keep faith with the troops. The war struggle had lasted eight 
years, and its effect on Washington and the soldiers is best symbolized, perhaps, in 
Washington's farewell, when he assembled his officers at a tavern and endeavored to utter 
some parting sentiments. In the end, he could do no more than reach out in a warm embrace 
of the portly General Henry Knox, who stood nearest. The other officers filed by, silence 
pervading, and reenacted the ritual. 

C. Resignation of Commission 

The effect of the war on the country is perhaps best symbolized by Washington’s 
resignation of his commission immediately after disbanding the army. At that point the 
United States stood as a free republic under no armed domination. Congress then sat at 
Annapolis, Maryland, to which Washington journeyed. He inquired how Congress would 
prefer to receive his farewell, by letter or public address. Congress 
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summoned him to appear and speak; he did so resigning "with satisfaction the appointment 
[he] accepted with diffidence." 

II. The Citizen Stirs, 1784-178 

A. Return to Mount Vernon 

Washington returned to Mount Vernon, which was in considerable disrepair, to resume the 
domestic arts he had so long pined for. He had returned home but once during the long war, 
taking a brief stop there during the Yorktown campaign. He could already see at that time the 
labors which lay before him to bring Mount Vernon back to its former glory. 
 
Though Washington plunged back into the managing of his estates, he found himself under 
no less weight of correspondence than formerly. He assured one friendly inquirer, "I have not 
leisure to turn my thoughts to commentaries." Public concerns still pressed in on him; 
everyone, it seemed, sought his opinion, and he disappointed none. He resumed his prewar 
efforts to produce a waterway connecting the trans-Appalachian region and the Potomac, as 
much for reasons of state-"to cement the union"-as for reasons of commerce. Continuing to 
press for a strengthening of the Union, between the end of 1783 and 1786 Washington drew a 
coterie of reform-minded men around him whose efforts at length gave hope of a general 
reform of the Confederation. 

III. The Drama of Founding, 1788-1789 

A.  Washington and the New Government 

Washington looked forward even as he looked back. He approached the installation of the 
new government with that characteristic diffidence noted throughout his military career. It 
was universally believed that the Constitutional Convention settled on the design it did, 
above all on the strong executive, because of the expectation that Washington would be the 
first President. Nevertheless, just as at length he had been persuaded to attend the 
Constitutional Convention he had done so much to bring about, at length he had to be 
persuaded to accept the presidency. Washington seemed genuinely uncertain whether events 
were unfolding around him or whether he in fact was producing them, giving credibility to 
his opinion that "a greater drama is now acting on this theatre than has heretofore been 
brought on the American stage, or any other in the world." Whether he was merely acting or 
directing, the last act in this drama was his inauguration on April 30, 1789
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B. Inauguration. 

The Constitutional Convention had recommended that the Confederation Congress set the 
place and time to commence proceedings under the new Constitution. On April 14, Charles 
Thomson, Secretary to Congress, handed Washington a letter from John Langdon, president 
pro tempore of the Senate, stating that Washington had been unanimously elected President 
of the United States. He left Mount Vernon on April 16, 1789 and bade farewell to his friends 
and neighbors in Alexandria. He arrived at New York on April 23. 
 
The Senate and the House of Representatives completed the plans for the inauguration and 
ceremony on April 27. The event followed on April 30. Shortly after noon, on the balcony of 
Federal Hall in front of the Senate chamber, the oath of office was administered to 
Washington by Robert R. Livingston, Chancellor of the State of New York. 

C. The Annual Addresses. 

Washington pursued three objects in his eight annual addresses to Congress: 
 

1. The first was to recount the conduct of the executive in relation to legislation that had 
been previously enacted. 

2. The second was to recommend deliberation upon prospective legislation. 
3. Third, and most important, Washington encouraged the cooperation of all the 

representatives in making provision for the general welfare. 
 
In all the addresses, of course, Washington was fulfilling the constitutional obligation to 
report to Congress on the "state of the union." 
 
The first addresses focused almost exclusively upon the responsibilities of the officers of 
government. As the years passed, however, and corresponding with the growth of political 
parties and increasing dissension, Washington devoted greater attention to addressing the 
general public, including the much-remarked 1794 passage in which he condemned the "self-
created democratic societies" which had become implicated in the Whiskey Rebellion. 

D. The Farewell Address. 
 
With a presidential election and the prospect of a third term of office looming before him, 
Washington decided upon a definitive retirement in 1796. He devoted considerable thought 
as to the appropriate manner in which to effectuate his retirement. On May 10, 1796, he 
asked Alexander Hamilton to help valedictory address. Washington sent to Hamilton a draft, 
parts of which had been written by James Madison, upon whose offices Washington had 
called four years earlier. The draft contained the outline of, and the objects to be considered 
in, the 
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address. There followed four months of correspondence until Washington's objective had 
been achieved. Hamilton enlisted the aid of John, Jay in the project. Washington published 
the address on Monday, September 15, 1796, in Claypoole's American Daily Advertiser. 
 
In preparing for his first inauguration, Washington opted for expressions of diffidence instead 
of confidence in addressing the people. By the time of the "Farewell Address," he could 
speak with some confidence. He could consistently lay claim to satisfaction upon this last 
retirement. Not only had the country been solidified and its finances put in order, but the 
ominous threats of war which had loomed over his last five years in office had been greatly 
lessened even as the country had been strengthened to meet any eventuality. At the same 
time, his resignation removed him from that unfamiliar position of being held up to public 
scorn and ridicule by "infamous scribblers." 

Bibliography: 
 
Robert E. Jones, George Washington: Ordinary Man, Extraordinary Leader 
http://oll.libertyfund.org/Intros/Washington.php
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Data Retrieval Chart: George Washington and the Transition of Power 

Document Key Phrases Key Issues Analysis
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