
THREE CUPS
A Clay Lesson in Saving, Spending and Giving Money
by Diana Faris

This clay project was inspired by Tony Townsley’s concept for  
the book, Three Cups which was written by Mark St. Germain  
and illustrated by April Willy. As new parents, Tony Townsley and 
his wife wanted to find a way to teach their children about money, so they 
agreed on using a weekly allowance to accomplish this. They thought it equally important to teach their children good values 
as related to money (saving, spending and charity) to help them develop positive habits early on that would last them the rest 
of their lives. They came up with the idea of using three cups to teach their children that it is not how much money one has 
that is important, it's how the money is used.

In this lesson plan students will learn how to make simple hand-built cups to use for Saving, Spending and Giving money. Each 
cup may be shaped and decorated in a manner appropriate to its purpose, allowing students to translate these concepts into 
three-dimensional forms.

Lesson Plan #59

CTL-10 Peppermint Ice
CTL-41 Melon

CTL-47 Tangerine Dream
CTL-67 Summer Mango

CTL-41 Melon
CTL-46 Ultramarine Jewel



Tools & Materials
l AMACO®  Low Fire White Art No. 25 Clay, 50lbs (45015Y) –  

approximately 2 lbs. per cup
l AMACO® Wire Clay Cutter (11017N)
l AMACO® Scoring Tool (11199R)
l AMACO® Wooden Modeling tools 11113W, 11111E  

or Modeling Clay Basic Tool Set 11114X
l AMACO® Canvas Covered Board (32348L)
l AMACO® Crystaltex Glazes, Dinnerware Safe, AP Non-Toxic pint 

Class Packs: 39220A Set of 6 colors, 39228L Set of 12 colors,  
or 39229J set of 12 colors

l White Vinegar or Joining Slip

Lesson Plan Goals and Objectives
l Students will learn about managing and saving money as well as 

contributing to charity
l Students will learn how to model clay into the shape of a cup by 

just using their hands to make a pinch pot
l	 Students will explore variations of a cup form, making handles and 

saucers to match proportionally
l Students will learn how to apply glazes and visualize post-firing 

colors
This lesson integrates Social Studies with Art and is appropriate for 
Elementary and Middle School.

National Visual Arts Standards
l Understanding and applying media, techniques, and processes
l Using knowledge of structures and functions
l Choosing and evaluating a range of subject matter, symbols,  

and ideas
l Reflecting upon and assessing the characteristics and merits of 

their work and the work of others
l Making connections between visual arts and other disciplines

Step by Step Instructions

1. Introduce the Three Cups book and explain the concepts of sav-
ing, spending and giving money.

2. Have students make sketches of the three cups they will make to 
represent each of the ways to manage their money. How could these 
cups differ to represent the actions of saving, spending and giving?

4. Have students start by holding each sphere in the palm of the 
less dominant hand and inserting the thumb from the dominant 
hand 2/3 of the way in to create an opening.

3. To create each cup, students should begin by pinching off a fistful 
of moist clay and rolling it into a sphere that is the size of a tanger-
ine. (Tip: to make cups that are the same size students should start 
off with spheres that are the same size).



10. To make a saucer, students should create another tangerine-
sized sphere and press it with the palm to flatten to a circular disk. A 
foot can be created and attached to the top of the disk using either 
of the two methods in step 7 or 8. This will later be flipped and 
become the base of the saucer. 

8. Alternately, the foot may be formed by compressing and flatten-
ing a smaller sphere of clay and attaching it to the base.

7. A “foot” or base may be added by rolling an even coil (snake) 
of clay of the same consistency as the pinch pot and attaching it as 
follows: measure the desired length of the coil, cut and attach its 
ends together to create a ring. Score the top surface of the ring and 
base of the coil pot, then add a bit of vinegar or slip and press the 
cup onto its base. 

5. The pinch pots are formed by gently pinching the clay walls 
while rotating the sphere to even out and thin the walls of the pot. 
Pressure should be consistent and any cracks should be smoothed 
by rubbing across them as soon as they form.

6. Once the desired size and wall thickness is achieved, each pot 
should have its “lip” or rim smoothed and be set down on its base 
to form a slightly flat area.

9. A cup handle may be formed by making a shorter and thicker 
coil, scoring each end, then pressing it against the cup. Note: handle 
openings should be large enough to allow at least one finger to pass 
through after the clay shrinks slightly during the drying stage, but 
short enough to be self-supporting.



Glossary
Bisque Fire: Also known as the “first firing”, hardens the clay to en-
able glazing without breakage, and also burns out impurities that 
may cause glaze defects. AMACO® recommends bisque firing at 
Cone 04.
Feet/Foot: The raised base of a vessel.
Slip: Watered down solution of the clay to be used as an “adhesive” 
when joining clay pieces together. White vinegar may also be used 
as a substitute.
Lip: The rim of a cup, bowl, vase or saucer.
Score: Scratching the surface of the clay.

Diana Faris teaches Professional Development and In-Service  
Workshops on clay, glaze and firing. For more information go to 
www.ArtTeacherWorkshops.com

Please join us on Facebook—www.facebook.com/amacobrent

For more lesson plans ideas,  
visit amacolessonplans.com Reorder No. 11929V

amaco.com   (800) 374-1600   Teacher Support  8am-5pm EST M-F

Resources
Book: Three Cups, Story by Tony Townsley, Written by Mark St. Ger-
main, Illustrated by April Willy

Online: http://www.3cupsbook.com/

Also, search for “Hand built ceramic cups” for images of various cup 
forms and designs.

Tips & Variations
(a) Rather than creating a separate saucer for each cup, students 
could create a tray or large saucer that would hold all three cups and 
tie them together visually as well as conceptually.

(b) If the clay begins to crack as soon as the pinch pots are started, 
then it may be too dry. To moisten, add water to the clay in the bag 
or wrap spheres with moist towels and allow time for the water 
absorption (approx imately15 minutes) before working with the clay.

(c) This lesson may also be taught using self-hardening or air dry 
clays. The cups could be painted after drying, but would be decora-
tive only as they could not hold liquid.

13. After bisque firing, apply AMACO® low-fire, dinnerware safe 
Crystaltex glazes by brushing three even coats and allowing each 
coat to dry to the touch before applying the next one. The Crystal-
tex (CTL) glazes have pre-fired chunks of glaze in them that create 
bursts of color upon firing. These crystals may be placed as desired 
during the application process. They add an element of surprise as 
the results vary with each application/firing.

14. The base of the cup and saucer should BOTH be left unglazed 
so that they may EACH be set down and fired on the kiln shelves 
separately. 

15. Glaze fire to Cone 05 at medium speed.

11. The edge of the saucer may be shaped by lifting slightly and 
pressing in the center to create angled walls, or by pinching to cre-
ate a ripple (similar to pie crust).

12. Cover each student’s cup and saucer with plastic to allow them 
to set up overnight and even out in moisture, then allow them to dry 
completely uncovered before bisque firing to Cone 04.

CTL-12 Mardi Gras
CTL-22 Milky Way


