
 
 

 PINCH-A-PALOOZA 
Art Curriculum Matrix: Pinch Pots Lessons for 
Elementary, Middle & High School 

 

Project In this lesson, we will go over three ways to teach a ceramics lesson using pinching 
as the primary building technique aimed at three different age and ability levels. 

Teaching Artist Tricia Schmidt 

Arts Learning 
Community 

Lesson #1 (Dizzy Pinch pots) aimed at younger, Elementary-aged students with 
modifications for students with various ability levels.  
Lesson #2 (Pinch Pot Portraits) is aimed at Middle to High School-aged students 
with modifications for students with various ability levels.   
Lesson #3 (Organic Sculpture Trio) is aimed at upper High School and 3D AP Art 
students. 

Time Required for 
Lessons 

Lesson #1: 10 minutes to present, 20-30 minutes for students to make. 
Lesson #2: 20 minutes to present, 2-3 hours for students to make. 
Lesson #3: 20 minutes to present, 3-4 days for students to make, 1 day to fire.   

Learning Goals for 
Arts Learners 

In each of these lessons, students will learn how their hands can become tools to 
manipulate the clay using the pinching technique. 
 
Lesson #1: Dizzy Pinch Pots 
Elementary students will learn the term “plasticity” as it refers to clay’s ability to 
“stretch and stay,” as well as how the pots were made by the first native peoples in 
MN around 500 BC. Students will create a pinch pot with their hands that can be 
glazed or painted with tempera or acrylic paints in a salad spinner. 
 
Lesson #2: Pinch Pot Portraits 
Middle school-lower high school students will learn how clay pots can be 
expressive like the face jugs made by African artists brought to the US as slaves in 
the 1700s. Students will learn how to score/slip/meld, and that the human face is 
made up of “hills and valleys.” Students will create a “pinch pot portrait” of a face 
(human, animal or cartoon-like) that is expressive.   
 
Lesson #3: Organic Sculpture Trio 
High School and advanced students will learn how pinching can be a sophisticated 
building technique and will create a non-objective trio of organic forms. Strong 
focus on the consistency of the clay and each stage’s strengths and limitations, as 
well as hierarchy in composition, visual movement, and positive/negative space.  
Learning can also include creating/using terra sigillata to finish the forms and 
primitive firing to enhance the organic qualities of the form. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

Resources & 
Equipment 
Required 

Lesson #1 
• Imagery of pots made by the People of the Woodland Era 
• Any clay body 
• Sharpened dowel or pencil for carving names on the bottom of pots 
• Kiln for bisque-firing to cone 04 
• Low-fire glazes or tempera or acrylic paint in squirt bottles 
• Cheap salad spinner 
Lesson #2 
• Imagery of face jugs made by African slaves 
• Any clay body 
• Simple tools (toothpicks and popsicles sticks) or clay tools (needle tools and 

wood knives)  
• Kiln and low-fire glazes 
Lesson #3 
• Various organic items (bones, rocks, driftwood) to observe 
• Slab roller or rolling pins to flatten clay 
• White, high-fire clay body 
• Variety of clay tools 
• Terra Sigillata (made with white clay slip and sodium silicate) and soft-bristled 

paintbrushes 
• Kiln to bisque-fire to cone 04 
• Metal garbage can for primitive firing 
• Combustibles for firing such as sawdust, kindling and newspaper 
• Colorants for firing such as copper carbonate and iron oxide 
• Furniture wax to buff and polish the finished sculptures 

Lesson Tasks & 
Activities Towards 
Outcomes 

Participants learn the required techniques to create functional and sculptural 
ceramic art. They will experience a deeper sense of socialization and belonging to 
their community of students through their efforts in clay. 

Evaluation Methods 
for Assessment of 
Learning Goals 

Lesson #1: Dizzy Pinch Pots 
Strong walls, neat surfaces, name on bottom. 
Lesson #2: Pinch Pot Portrait 
Strong scoring/slipping/melding, neat surfaces, expressive face/portrait on the 
sphere, exit hole for air, name on bottom.   
Lesson #3: Organic Sculpture Trio 
Clear unity/repetition between the three forms, thoughtful use of positive/negative 
space, clear hierarchy in the composition of three forms, neat surfaces polished 
smoothly at the right stage, participation in the primitive firing process.  

Lesson Alignment 
to State/National 
Education 
Standards 

“Create” standards met: 
• Explore ideas through the work of other artists 
• Identify multiple ideas for an artistic prompt 
• Identify safe procedures for using materials, tools, studio space, and equipment 
• Create artist statements to describe choices in artmaking 
 
“Respond” standards met: 
• Identify processes an artist used to create a work of art 
• Explain how personal preferences impact creation of artwork 
• Use art vocabulary to express preferences about the artwork 
• Determine messages communicated by an image 
 
“Connect” standards met: 
• Identify how artistic ideas and techniques are used differently throughout time 

and place 
• Compare and contrast subject matter from different times and places 



 
 

Lesson Tasks and Activities Towards Outcomes 

 Activity Steps 

1 Lesson 1: Dizzy Pinch 
Pots (Elementary 
Level) 

1. Gather students together to look at a basket and a clay bowl. What are 
the similarities? What are the differences?   

2. Explain how the first native peoples in this region made their pots by 
weaving a basket first, then lining the inside of the basket with clay, then 
“firing” their creation in a fire, thus burning the basket away and 
hardening the clay lining to create a pot in the shape of the basket. These 
were used to store seeds through the winter so mice would not eat them.   

3. Show the students how you can take an apple-sized ball of clay and 
stretch or roll it. When you let go, what will happen? It stays where you 
stretch it…this “stretch and stay” is called plasticity.   

4. Demonstrate how to take that apple-sized ball of clay pack it into a 
“snowball” and dig your thumbs in to create a space. Demonstrate how 
to “quack” your hands to pinch the clay and stretch it until it becomes 
thinner and taller. Note that there is a point where the clay could stretch 
TOO much and could break. (Modification for students with limited fine-
motor skills: a tennis ball can be pushed into the clay ball to create the 
bowl form.)  

5. Give students time to get an apple-sized ball of clay and to create their 
pinch pots. Help as needed. When students are finished, they should 
bring it to a spot where they can sign the bottom with a dull pencil and 
leave it to safely dry.   

6. After bisque-firing, the pinch pots can be placed one-by-one in a salad 
spinner. Tempera paints or glazes can be dropped into the center of the 
pot and then spun to create explosions of color. 

2 Lesson 2: Pinch Pot 
Portraits (Middle 
School or Lower High 
School Level) 

1. Gather students together to look at images of face jugs made by African 
slaves around 1700. Begin by asking students what they think these 
forms are, who made them, what they are for, and what they make you 
feel when you look at them.   

2. Explain how African slaves had very few ways to express themselves, but 
those that could work with clay were able to show their skills and express 
their feelings through their work, although they almost never signed their 
work. Some archeologists also believe that these jugs could have been 
used in religious gatherings or as grave markers.   

3. Show additional examples of traditional portraits…ask students to 
identify what they can tell about the subjects from their portraits…what 
do their faces express? 

4. Demonstrate how students can take an orange-sized amount of clay, 
divide it into two equal halves, make each into a perfect “snowball,” and 
then push a hole in the center of each and use a “quacking” motion to 
pinch both clay pieces into small bowls. Demonstrate how these two 
pinch pot bowls will be joined together by scoring, slipping, and melding 
to create a sphere.   

5. Gesture to your face to point out how a face has hills and valleys. Note 
which areas pop out, and which areas sink low. Demonstrate how to add 
clay to create these hill areas on the pinch pot sphere and how to push in 
areas to recreate the valleys of the face. Show a range of techniques for 
making eyes, noses, mouths, and ears for a human, animal or creature.   

6. Give students time to work, walking around and helping as needed.  
Make sure students poke a breathing hole somewhere in their sphere (in 
pupils of eyes or in mouth work well) 

7. After bisque firing, the finished pinch pot portraits can be painted with 
underglaze, glaze, paints, or a paint-on/wipe-off stain. 



 
 
Lesson Tasks and Activities Towards Outcomes 

3 Lesson 3: Organic 
Sculpture Trio 
(Advanced High 
School or AP Level) 

1. Check for prior knowledge by seeing what kids know about the pinch 
technique. Explain that it does not have to be something that is only for 
little kids; pinching is a technique that adds the human touch to clay and 
can be very expressive and sophisticated in nature.   

2. Clay artists to use as inspiration can include Sandra Byers, Elina Titane, 
and Henry Moore. Discussion of form, positive and negative space, and 
visual movement can grow from looking at the work of these artists as 
well as in-person examples of driftwood, stones, bones, branches, etc 
that students can feel and examine from all sides.   

3. Demonstrate how to make a thick, 1” slab and to free-form cut three 
“blobs” from the slab. This will become the start of the pinched forms.  
Students are encouraged to pinch in different directions in small 
increments, “reading” the clay to interpret how far it can go before losing 
structural integrity. Emphasis on having the forms work together as a 
trio, show repetition and unity, and hierarchy between the forms will help 
kids find their path with the work. The three pieces should stand in such a 
way that they are equally dynamic from all viewpoints. As the pinched 
sculptures begin to dry, the clay can be pushed farther and thinner if 
desired.   

4. When the clay is between leatherhard and bone dry, white terra sigillata 
can be painted on the surface of the clay to create a sealed, satin surface. 
Terra sig cannot be bought at a store, so if it cannot be made from 
scratch an alternative is to use a polished stone to buff and shine the 
sculptural surfaces. Use caution as the clay will become more fragile as it 
dries and the polishing will only work when the clay is between 
leatherhard and bone dry.   

5. After bisque firing to cone 04, students can finish their work by primitive 
firing it in a metal garbage can outside. If a satin black/graphite silver 
color is desired, the pots can be put in a metal popcorn tin with holes in 
it, and placed in a bonfire that is built in the garbage can. If a saggar-
fired, multi-color look is desired, the pots can be placed in a bed of 
sawdust at the bottom of the garbage can, wrapped with copper wire 
and steel wool, and then copper carbonate and iron oxide can be 
sprinkled around the pots to facilitate fluxes of pink and orange on the 
work. MAKE SURE TO WEAR GLOVES AND A DUST MASK AS THESE 
POWDERED COLORANTS ARE ADDED AROUND THE WORK.   

6. Stack kindling and newspaper carefully over the work and larger logs on 
top. Light the fire and encourage a fast burn by fanning the flames with 
the metal lid of the can. All humans should stand back from the fire so as 
not to breathe in the fumes from the metal colorant in the fire.  

a. Note: permission must be asked before outdoor firing is done. 
Also, contact local fire departments to report the outdoor firing 
so they are aware of when you begin and when you plan to end 
the firing. Have a bucket of water standing by. All flames and hot 
coals must be extinguished by the end of the school day, but pots 
will remain in the metal can overnight.   

7. The next day, pots can be unearthed from the ashes of the firing and 
washed. Colors will come to life when wet; to preserve the intensity of 
these colors, the sculptures can be polished with furniture wax when dry. 

 

 


