
QUICK-START

Locking Stitch | machine – at the beginning and end of every seam, you’ll need to lock the 
stitches to prevent unraveling. There are a few methods for locking stitches, each work for 
different types of projects. With a stuffed object for example, I choose the backstitch method 
because I feel it’s the most secure. Lower your presser foot and needle at the start of your seam, 
and slowly stitch forward 3-4 stitches. Locate the backstitch button or switch on your machine, 
and stitch backwards 2-3 stitches. Stitch forward again to the end of the seam. When you reach 
the end, go back a few stitches, then forward again to the end. 

Straight Stitch | machine – From basic models to the top-of-the-line, every machine can sew 
a straight line. This is the simplest, and most used stitch. You can adjust the length of the stitch 
(the distance between penetration points).

Whipstitch | hand sewing – Pinch the raw edges of the fabric together and send the needle 
through both layers (I go right to left), and pull taught. Repeat, always sending the needle 
through from the same side (1). 

Invisible Stitch | hand sewing – Also known as a slip stitch or ladder stitch, this is a way of 
joining the fabric together so that your thread is not visible. This is easier with pressed edges. 
Start your needle from the underside of your fabric so the knot is hidden. Then, on the opposite 
side (again, I usually go right to left), pick up about ¹⁄₈-inch. Back on the right, pick up ¹⁄₈-inch. 
Repeat, alternating sides to the end (2). As you pull the thread taught, it will disappear (3). 

If you’re new to sewing, this guide, along with your machine’s user manual, will 
help you get started. Here are a few things you should know before beginning. 

• Take time to read over the project tutorial first, just like you 
would a new recipe.
• Utilize the included Project Planner Template to organize first.
• Gather up all of your materials and tools before you start. 

• Pace yourself – you do not have to finish this today. 
• Stitch it slow – there’s no need to go pedal to the metal just yet.
• You are not alone – seriously, you can email me and I promise, 
I’ll reply! hannah@sewforyourlife.com

YOUR SEWING SPACE
Being comfortable while you sew will make the experience even more enjoyable. 
Spaces come in different forms, from entire rooms, to modular multi-use corners. 
While carving out a place to sew, consider including the following: 
• Sewing surface – between 28-30 inches tall depending on your height. This can 
be a designated table, or even your kitchen table.
• Comfortable seating – a cushioned chair at the right height for your surface. 
Add a lumbar pillow for extra back support.
• Ironing surface – 36-40 inches tall depending on your height.
• Cutting surface – 36-40 inches tall depending on your height. This can be a 
craft table, or even your kitchen island. Standing to cut allows you to be more 
accurate, and a bar-height work surface is easiest on your back.
• Good lighting – even if your sewing machine has a built-in light, add a good 
desk lamp and overhead lighting. Avoid straining your eyes with poor lighting.
• Storage – Check out Pinterest for sewing space inspiration. Whether it’s a tool 
caddy and fabric basket that stores neatly in a cabinet, or you have a whole closet 
full of fabrics and notions, find a way to organize that works for you.

COMMON TYPES OF STITCHES

YOUR USER MANUAL
Machines come in different sizes, from different 
manufacturers, in different models, with a range 
of features. It’s important to read through your 
manual and familiarize yourself with the features, 
buttons, and gizmos on your machine. Knowing 
how to do the following is a good place to start:
• Winding & loading a bobbin 
• Changing a needle
• Threading the top thread
• Raising & lowering the presser foot (this could 
be a button or a lever on the back)
• Raising & lowering the needle (a button or a 
wheel on the side) 
• Starting & stopping (a button, knee-lift, or pedal) 
• Selecting a stitch type
• How to backstitch
• Adjusting stitch speed
• Adjusting stitch length

FIRST, DON’T GET OVERWHELMED!
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HELPFUL TERMS
Seam Allowance – The area between your seam and fabric edges. ¼, ½, and 5/8-inch are common and based on the scale of the project.
Presser Foot – The foot-shaped mechanism which holds the fabric down onto the components that feed the fabric under the needle.

*Physical therapists agree – changing position regularly is best for your body. Don’t forget 
to stretch and roll your shoulders periodically to reduce tension.



ANSWERS TO QUESTIONS YOU MAY HAVE | + other helpful notes

Before you begin, reference your machine’s user manual for 
guidance on threading your machine and setting stitch length.

Why use interfacing? Interfacing adds extra strength to fabrics. 
If you’re using a thinner fabric, or the project requires a little extra 
structure, an iron-on (fusible) interfacing will do the trick. I like 
Pellon 86Of ultra-weft. 

Why use glass-head pins? The ball on the end of the pin makes 
them easy to place, and easy to remove while sewing. What makes 
them outshine their cheaper plastic-head counterparts? You can 
iron with pins in place without fear of melting them.

Marker, pencil, or chalk? I keep all three on hand, and select the 
best tool for the job. Consider the color and texture of your fabric 
as well as wash-ability. For example, chalk works well on dark 
fabrics and can usually be brushed away or wiped away with a 
damp cloth.

What is tension? For both the top thread and the bobbin thread 
there are devices along their respective paths that control the 

amount of tension, or strength, on the threads. This is designed 
to create balanced stitches. If the tension from the top or bottom 
is not balanced, it can create problems. Sometimes using different 
materials can require changes to the tension. I suggest always 
testing your tension using a small scrap of fabric and making 
adjustments as necessary following the instructions in your 
machine’s user manual.

THE MOST IMPORTANT THING I’LL EVER TELL YOU:
Sewing machines are like cars. If you take care of yours it can last 
you a long, long time. I use my Nana’s 55-year-old machine, the 
same one she used to make dresses for my mom. Keep it clean, 
stored safely, and be sure to read your manual so you’re familiar 
with its capabilities and limitations. Your machine may even 
require oiling on occasion (see your manual). Most importantly, 
have it serviced. Yep, just like a car! A good rule of thumb is to 
have it serviced by your local sewing shop once a year. Whether 
you use it every day or not for weeks at a time, to keep it running 
properly and avoid major problems, it’s mechanisms need to be 
checked regularly by a professional. 

Tip #1 Use washi tape to mark your seam allowance across the 
bed of your machine. Some machines may have this marked 
already, but the tape gives you a clear guide so you can create even 
seams. Washi tape is easy to remove and won’t leave a residue on 
your machine.

Tip #2 Extend the life of your fabric scissors by only using them 
for fabric. Paper and other materials can dull or even warp your 
blades. Sharpening them regularly is also a good idea.

Tip #3 One of my most-used tools is my clear quilter’s ruler. They 
come in dozens of shapes and sizes and are the perfect partner for 
a rotary cutter (another favorite). They can be on the pricey side, 
but I promise it’s worth it!

Tip #4 Change your needle often. A dull needle can lead to 
problems like thread nesting or skipped stitches. Change it 
between projects (unless it’s a quick project) or after about every 
5-8 hours of stitching if you plan to be doing a lot of sewing. 

Tip #5 Wonder Clips are wonderful! They are little plastic clips that 
hold your fabrics in place without puncturing them. They come in 
a few different sizes and are ideal for projects using fabrics that 
don’t heal, like vinyl or oil cloth. They’re great for heavy-weight, 
difficult to pin fabrics, and I love them for adding binding. Best of 
all, if you drop them, they come in bright colors and are easier to 
find that dropped pins.

Tip #6 Get an idea board. Whether it’s a Pinterest board, an actual 
board, or even a binder, have a place where you keep inspiration. 

This can be pages out of a magazine, photos, or swatches. Capture 
things like fabrics, color pallets, patterns, textures, projects, and 
themes, anything that gets your creative juices flowing.

Tip #7 Keep your ironing board as near to your sewing space as 
you can because, as you stitch, you’ll find that you do quite a bit of 
pressing along the way. Instead of lugging our big ironing board 
out of the laundry room, I purchased a small table-top board that 
lives, taking up minimal space, in my sewing room. It’s easy to fold 
out, and use on top of my cutting table. There are other ironing 
surfaces, some that even roll up for easy storage, so you can choose 
what works for you. When looking at irons, just make sure it’s a 
steam iron (most are), and that it doesn’t leak or spit water.

Tip #8 You can stand and stitch. I have my machine on a bar-height 
table, 36-inches tall, because it allows me to move from sewing to 
cutting to ironing with ease. Rather than pressing a pedal, I just 
adjust the speed with a slider and press the start/stop button on 
my machine. More and more machines are being designed with 
this feature. Whether you want to stand or sit (a combo is good 
for your back!), it may be something that works well for you. I find 
the knee-lift option to be awkward, and with the pedal, speed is a 
little harder to control. If your speed is inconsistent, you may end 
up with inconsistent stitches or not-quite-straight seams. Think 
of it like driving down the highway. You can use the pedal, but 
after miles and miles of straight, boring road, you look down and 
realize you’re going 80 in a 65. The start/stop button is like cruise 
control, I set my speed and it ticks along nice and smoothly.

TIPS | + other helpful suggestions


