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How do you make a mug? 
30 minutes 

National Curriculum: 
Mathematics: Sequence events in chronological 
order using language; compare durations of events;  
Science: explain that some changes result in the formation 
of new materials, and that this kind of change is not usually 
reversible, including changes associated with burning; 
identifying differences, similarities or changes related to 
simple scientific ideas and processes 

Materials needed: One set of Clay Process Cards 
for each group. Cards may be back to back 
copied, cut apart and laminated.

Key Questions: How long does it take to make one 
item out of clay? What has to happen to turn 
clay into pottery?  

Learning Objectives: Students can think logically 
about process and sequence. Students will 
understand how clay is transformed from a natural 
material to a finished product.  

Activity: 
1) Depending on the level of the students, it may

be necessary to have a quick review of what clay
is. Ask them if they know where it comes from
and how it is made.

2) Pass out one set of cards for each group. Ask
them to out the cards in an order that describes
what happens to clay as it turns into a piece of
thrown pottery. For example, before you can
make something, you first must find and dig
the clay. Point out there are hints on the back
of the cards.

3) In small groups, give students time to organize
their cards, circulating and asking questions
about their decision-making process.

4) As a class, decide on the final order. The cards
can be arranged on a wall with a bit of sticky
tape on the back.

5) Ask students to add up how long they think the
whole process takes. Ask leading questions as
needed (For example, how many days do you
think it would take to dig enough clay for one
mug? For one hundred mugs? Do they have to
travel to the site to find the clay?)

6) Explain that while now we know a lot about
how to make a mug, when Bernard Leach
started the pottery in St. Ives, there were very
few people in England who knew how to do
this by themselves, without a factory. He
learned some of it from potters in Japan, but he
and his students had to work very hard to figure
it out by doing lots of experiments. This is one
of the reasons why the pottery is such an
important place. People came from all over the
world to learn at the pottery.

For more advanced students this can be used to explore 
the valuation of clay mugs they will see in the pottery 
based on the amount of work required and for a 
discussion of scale of industrial production in making 
everyday objects. What might be some of the reasons 
why a potter might want to make their own clay? There 
are several videos exploring this process on an 
industrial scale available online. How It’s Made Clay:  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FXD9zDs9ygU 

During your visit to the pottery, ask students to identify 
and match the processes in the studio to the cards. 
These can also be used to review 
student’s understanding of the process.  
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Digging up the clay: 

Clay is mostly made from very 

old, broken down rock. It has 

to be mined from the ground 

and delivered to the pottery. 

It takes a very special kind of 

earth to make clay.

Processing the clay: 

Before it can be used, the clay 

has to be cleaned. This is done 

by drying the clay, crushing it 

up, sifting out any bits that 

don’t belong, and mixing it 

with water. Special machines 

are used to help the potter do 

this. 

Wedging: 

The raw clay has to be 

kneaded like bread dough to 

get it ready. This mixes the 

clay, makes it easier to work 

with, and pushes out any air 

bubbles that might explode in 

the kiln. 

Throwing the mug: 

While many potters use 

molds, or form the clay with 

their hands, this mug is made 

on a pottery wheel. The 

potter raises the lump of clay 

into the right shape while it 

spins. This takes a lot of 

practice! 

Turning: 

Once the mug is the right 

shape, it is allowed to dry 

for a day (this is called being 

‘leather hard’) before any 

extra clay from throwing is 

cut away from the base to 

make the final shape. 

Adding a handle: 

After the mug has its final 

shape, the potter can add a 

handle. Usually this is done by 

attaching a lump of wet clay 

and pulling it into a handle. A 

potter will work on many 

mugs in different stages at the 

same time.
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Drying the Greenware: 

Before clay is fired, it is 

called ‘greenware’. The 

mug has to be as dry as 

possible before it can go in 

the kiln. It might take a few 

days for the mug to 

become ‘bone dry.’

Bisque Firing: 

A mug is usually fired twice. 

The first time it is only heated 

halfway, but it still takes all 

day! This makes the pots 

easier to glaze and starts the 

chemical process that changes 

wet clay into pottery. 

Glazing: 

The mug is dipped in glaze, 

a liquid mixture of smooth 

glass that coats the clay and 

helps make it more 

waterproof, easier to clean, 

and adds colour and 

decoration to the mug.

Glaze Firing: 

The final heating for this 

mug is 1280 degrees 

Celsius. That’s as hot as 

lava! It takes between 8-12 

hours to melt the glaze that 

was put on and finish the 

mug.

Selling the mug: 

Many potters sell their 

work through galleries 

or in shops. 

Enjoying your tea: 

The best part of having a 

handmade mug is thinking 

of all the experiences it has 

had to before it gets to 

you!
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