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Introduction

The e-Clay Learning and Teaching Project was funded by the Canada Council for the Arts, Digital Strategy

Fund, Digital Literacy and Intelligence, 2020.  Precipitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, six potters’ guilds1

across Ontario, agreed to work together to learn if ceramic artists, teachers, and students could and
would use technology for online learning and teaching of pottery.

There are already numerous websites where one can purchase pottery lessons and/or pay to view
videos,  but ceramics is a hands-on medium which does not easily transfer to a digital platform.

The purpose of this research was to learn if it is possible to teach and learn ceramics online, in a dynamic
and interactive manner that goes beyond the currently available presentation style video format.   If so,
then virtual classes would offer pottery guilds and community clay studios the opportunity to teach
classes, continue to financially support their studios and artists, and provide an opportunity for groups to
work together with other artists, engage in their own creativity and inspire others to participate.

This report provides an overview of the six-month research project2, methodology, findings, and
conclusions.  Further elaboration of the research process and findings can be found in the  noted reports
and/or the online references.

Research Methodology And Process

Mississauga Potters’ Guild (MPG) was the lead guild for this project.  Many hours were volunteered by
the MPG team3. Supported by a project manager4, the team provided expertise and management of the
project.  A Cross-Provincial Steering Committee represented by six guilds participating from Mississauga,
Kawartha, Kingston, North Bay, Ottawa, and Toronto formed a project oversight and strategic directions
committee.

4 Lucie Grys was the Project Manager.

3 MPG team: Salina Szechtman, Project Chair, Kathy Kranias, Lyne Reid, Helia Safaee, and Aitak Sorahitalab.

2 The research started in November 2020 and was completed May 2021.

1 Mississauga Potters’ Guild (lead), Kawartha Potters Guild, Kingston Potters’ Guild, North Bay & Area Potters’ Guild,
Ottawa Guild of Potters and The Potters’ Studio Inc.

Please credit "e-Clay Learning and Teaching Research Project (2021): Mississauga Potters' Guild" when
using content or findings from this document.
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A Cross-Provincial Ceramic Network (CPCN) met to consider sustainability and affordability issues.
Established before the grant was awarded, CPCN was expanded to include nine participating guilds; the
additional guilds were from Deep River, London, and Thunder Bay.5.

The e-Clay Learning and Teaching research project used a community driven research approach to
engage as many diverse voices as possible.  The goal was to create a shared community foundation for
e-learning and teaching.  Over 100 people from diverse backgrounds across Ontario and Canada
participated in the project6.  Both qualitative and quantitative data were collected through focus groups,
interviews, online polls and survey questions.  A focus group framework and an interview instrument
were created to facilitate data collection and analysis.  Focus group leaders and recorders were hired and
trained from within the ceramic community to lead the sessions.

Technology research began at the same time as the focus group consultations.  Evaluation criteria, using
a data matrix approach, was used to collect information about existing technologies that would enable
e-Clay learning and teaching. The recommendations about which technology to use and how to set up a
studio for e-Clay were determined based on evaluating the elements of the matrix against the needs and
challenges identified by the clay community through the consultations.  A comprehensive examination of
the technology and costs, as well as other related issues such as security and storage were also
undertaken.

After the research was completed, research participants were invited to two Town Halls to learn about
the findings and give their feedback. Over eighty people watched a presentation, answered
topic-focused ‘polls’ and joined the ‘Kiln-side Chat’. The Town Hall presentation and video recording are
published on the Mississauga Potters’ Guild website https://mississaugapotters.com/e-Clay.  A new
e-Clay website, www.e-claylearning.ca has also been developed to disseminate more robust information
and continue to build a shared foundation for e-Clay.

RESEARCH FINDINGS

There were five research streams identified in this project7.  The findings can also be grouped into two
general areas: 1) what was learned from the clay community and 2) what was discovered about the
available technology; software and hardware.

1) Clay Community
It is no surprise that there was a general agreement that the preferred model is to have in-person
classes, where students and instructors can have hands “in and on clay”.  However, most of the
participants also saw the potential, and were optimistic about, the opportunities offered through e-Clay

7 See page 11 of Town Hall Presentation.

6Details of participant demographics and geographic locations are found in the Town Hall Presentation, pp.7-10.

5 The three additional guilds were: Deep River Potters’ Guild & Studio, The London Potters Guild and Thunder Bay
Potters’ Guild.

Please credit "e-Clay Learning and Teaching Research Project (2021): Mississauga Potters' Guild" when
using content or findings from this document.
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learning and teaching.  The clay community of artists, students, and instructors as well as our experts8

and key informants9 offered advice and expressed their concerns and ideas about how to have successful
e-Clay learning and teaching experiences.

A year into the experiences of the lockdowns of the pandemic, and with the more general use by many
to communicate virtually, appreciation of the possibilities and potential of e-Clay has grown.  This is also
accompanied by unsatisfying experiences of learning but not actually communicating with either the
instructor or other students.

Community connection was a key theme heard often. Clay is a community; and we heard that everyone
feels enriched when they connect with many different voices.  Many also told us that they can see the
value of e-Clay for many different situations, such as for persons with mobility issues or young children
who aren't able to go to an in-person class, or for those who prefer to work alone but desire instruction.
Instructors advised that online teaching must be engaging, interactive and create an atmosphere for
students to make connections through learning.  As well, the experts and key informants recommended
that students be required to meet minimum standards of technology and technical knowledge and/or
that we consider offering technical support.

Many were inspired by the breadth of the connections and possibilities for access and diversity.  Given
the geographic locations of the various guilds, there were different views as to what access and diversity
mean and what might be needed to be successful.  As a result, ‘not one size fits all” developed as a
theme.

The implications for teachers and the need for an e-Clay style of teaching, technical skill, effort and fair
compensation for work, were common threads in the discussions.  Many were concerned that
instructors  would be required to both teach ceramics and manage the technology.  However, with
technical support, training and fair compensation, few teachers saw barriers to e-Clay, and identified the
potential for increased teaching opportunities as well as greater learning opportunities for all levels.

As volunteer-run, not for profit Visual Arts Support Organizations,10 financial and operating
considerations were high on the agenda of those who had had guild leadership positions or were just
concerned about the viability and sustainability of their guilds and the craft and art of ceramics.
Business model considerations were identified, such as access to glazing and firing, fees, equipment
lending and/or rental, insurance, security, space, and technical support for teachers and students11.

11Go to www.e-claylearning.ca, to see, Sustainability “Working Draft: Sustainability and Process Discussion” Cross
Provincial Ceramic Network.

10As defined by the Canada Council for the Arts.

9The Key informants were ceramic educators and/or program heads in colleges, universities and community studios
from across Canada. They were: Neil Forrest, Nova Scotia School of Design and Art; Mat Karas, Concordia
University; Gord Thompson, Sheridan College of Art and Design; Shelley Schell, Fleming College, Haliburton School
of the Arts; Sequoia Miller, Gardiner Museum; Nithikul Nimkulrat, Ontario College of Art and Design; and Ying-Yueh
Chuang, Kwantlen University.

8The Ceramic Experts are well known ceramic artists and teachers from across Canada with experience in teaching
online. They were Brendan Tang,  Sue McLeod, Carol Epp, Chris Snedden, and Naomi Clement.

Please credit "e-Clay Learning and Teaching Research Project (2021): Mississauga Potters' Guild" when
using content or findings from this document.
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2) Technology
e-Clay solutions need to be innovative and push the boundaries of what can be done with technology.
The digital online environment for teaching is complex and constantly evolving. Teaching ceramics is a
multi-faceted process.  The research found that it is possible to transfer this process onto an online
platform by combining multiple technologies to form a virtual workspace for both the teachers and
students.

Three technology categories and a 3-tier classification of implementation emerged from the research.

The three main technology categories are video production set-up, video conferencing platform, and
learning management systems/social media platforms. To develop the e-Clay recommendations for
both synchronous and asynchronous e-Clay, a variety of technologies were combined in these three
categories.  As noted earlier, the combinations were rated against their ability to meet the e-Clay
learning objectives, including the objective for community connections as identified in the findings from
the consultations.

Using the three technology categories, a 3-tier technology classification approach was developed for a
teaching or guild studio as well as for student studios. The tiers were based on minimum, medium, and
advanced options and cost scenarios. Because of the range of options possible, the 3-tiered strategy
offered a flexible approach to accommodate different budgets, where the guilds could start small and
grow the setup, as needed.

The recommendations for each tier provide for the approximate space needed for the video production
set-ups, hardware options (e.g., camera, monitors, lighting),  control system and video
streaming/conferencing requirements (e.g., bandwidth, social media options) and estimates of the costs
for minimum, medium and advanced set ups.  To enable a better understanding and appreciation of  the
recommendations, a 3D display of a teaching and a student set up was also created. The details of the
set-ups are all documented in the Town Hall slide presentation available on the Mississauga Potters’
Guild and e-Clay websites. 12

Logistical issues such as how to store and maintain video production setups for streaming an online class
were also explored and reveal that this will need to be part of the space assessments for guilds13. Other
considerations such as equipment security, insurance, and alternate studio space were explored, with
recommendations offered in the technology report. As well,  information about renting a full
production studio that would supply all the video gear was also examined.

A handsfree solution had been imagined initially as an ideal, but an existing technology was not found
that would work directly in an e-Clay setting. Hand gesture technology is still under development.
Solutions that can use basic simple hand swipes do exist, but they require custom builds and software
Application Programming Interface (APIs) to implement14.

14Application Programming Interface is a software intermediary that allows two applications to talk to each other.
Each time you use an app like Facebook, send an instant message, or check the weather on your phone, you're
using an API.

13Go to www.e-claylearning.ca Technology to see the “Executive Summary of the Technology Report”.  For further
details you can request the full technology report from eclay@mississaugapotters.com

12See Town Hall Presentation, slides 21 to 42.

Please credit "e-Clay Learning and Teaching Research Project (2021): Mississauga Potters' Guild" when
using content or findings from this document.
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CONCLUSION

In late April 2021, e-Clay brought the results of the community-based research and the technology
findings together at the two ‘Town Hall’ virtual events. Polls taken during the events revealed that all
participants were either extremely supportive or saw the potential for e-Clay.  In addition, the polls
showed that participants were supportive of guilds further pursuing and investing in e-Clay.

Through the participatory research approach, community connections and a shared community
foundation for e-Clay were established among individuals and guilds in Ontario and beyond.  Building
connections between provincial guilds and engaging over 100 participants from a cross section of ages,
arts professionals, pottery skill levels, and geographic locations provided reliable research information,
insights, and much needed support during the provincial lockdowns.

Through the research, it was discovered what would make a meaningful online class experience, both
from teaching and learning perspectives; what would be needed to ensure that e-Clay learning and
teaching would be viable and sustainable over time; what technical tools would be needed by teachers
and students; and what challenges would need to be addressed to make e-Clay a success.

This project would not have been possible if not for the funding provided by the Canada Council for the
Arts.  The funding supported the research while providing income and connections for many people
working in the arts who were affected by the pandemic.

Please credit "e-Clay Learning and Teaching Research Project (2021): Mississauga Potters' Guild" when
using content or findings from this document.
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