Getting started with patterns
It is possible to cut out clothes straight onto the fabric, without the use of patterns. However this is suitable
only for really simple shapes. As a new sewer it is a good idea to use a pre-made pattern. Patterns are
readily available in lots of styles and sizes, and vary in how difficult or easy they are.
Start with a pattern that is specifically designated as “easy”, or “really easy”. A great project to start with is a
simple skirt which you can make up quickly and build your confidence. Then move on to a simple shift dress
without sleeves.
Before buying a pattern think about wether or not the style suits you, try on some similar shaped clothes
before buying the pattern, it is a lot of work to make something only to find the shape is wrong for you!

Pattern basicsA pattern consists of an envelope containing some tissue shapes and a set of instructions. Everything you
need to make up your garment is explained in the instructions, and on the tissue pieces
Before you buy your pattern, itʼs worth noting that the sizing varies greatly from brand to brand, and in many
cases the sizes are slightly different from bought clothing. You need to know your own measurements and
compare them to the manufacturers sizing chart on the back of the pattern envelope. See the attached
measurement chart at the back of the book. Get someone to help you take your measurements- it can be
almost impossible to measure some bits of yourself. Itʼs best to do your measurements in your underwear,
and not over bulky clothes.

Pattern symbols"

"

"

"

Grain line - Place on the straight grain of the fabric parallel to the selvedge

"

"

"

"

Foldline - Place this on the fabric fold

"

"

"

"

Centre line - this marks the centre of a garment

"
"

"
"

"
"
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Notches & Dots - Location marks for matching up key points on different pattern
pieces
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"
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"
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Cutting line - shows where to cut and is often a solid line. On multi size patterns
several lines may be indicated as dashed lines.
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Adjustment line - These double lines indicate where you can adjust the length of a
garment.
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Dart line - triangular or diamond shaped lines indicate the stitch lines for darts which
create shape in a garment. These are marked with tailors tacks.
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Getting started with patterns
Prepare your pattern
Cut out all the pieces you need for your garment from the tissue paper. Most patterns have multiple options
for styles, so you need to identify which bits of the pattern you need.The back of the envelope will help
identify the pieces you want.
Before committing to cut up your lovely new fabric it is sometimes worth doing a tissue fitting. Pin your pieces
together carefully and either try on your dress form or get a friend to try it on you. this is a great way to
identify any areas that need adjustment on the pattern, like adding length, width or shortening.

The most common types of alterations you will need to make to your pattern are -

Adding length-! !

!

!

!

!

!

!
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Adding width-

Shortening-

2

Getting started with patterns
Prepare your fabric
Pre-wash your fabric if you want a washable garment. I usually wash it a couple of times to remove the
dressing, and press it to ensure the grain lines are re-aligned. If your fabric is non washable then steam press
it on both sides to encourage it to pre-shrink

Cutting outYour pattern will give you a fabric layout according to the width of fabric you have chosen and if it has a
pattern or nap. As a beginner it is a good idea to avoid using patterns with a very obvious repeat pattern as
these need to be carefully matched. It is also a good idea to avoid fabrics with a pile or nap until you feel
more confident. These types of fabric have to be cut with all the pieces going in the same direction and
require a little more attention.
Cut out all the pieces you need for your garment from the tissue. Most patterns have multiple options for
styles, so you need to identify which bits of the pattern you need.
Most fabric is folded lengthways with the right sides together. This allows you to mark on the wrong side of
the fabric.
The most important line is the grain line, which you will need to line up with the selvedge. garments cut “off
grain” will twist and not hang well.
"

"

Selvage: The factory-finished edges of the fabric—typically the longest edges.

"

"

"

"

"

Straight grainline:

"

"

"

parallel to the selvage. Fabric has little stretch in this direction.
This is indicated on pattern pieces as an arrow.

Position your pattern lengthways on the fabric. Pin one end of your grain line, then measure the distance
from the selvedge. Ensure the other end of the grain line is the same distance away from the selvedge and
pin.
Keeping your pattern pieces flat, pin all around the pieces aprox 3-4” apart
Pin all your pattern pieces onto fabric before cutting out. This gives you an opportunity to move the pieces
around if you have made any mistakes.
Check if your pattern includes seam allowance, if not then chalk a seam allowance around your pattern
pieces with a ruler and tailors chalk.
Your pattern pieces should be cut out with the printed side facing up unless your instructions state
otherwise.
Keep one hand flat on the pattern piece as you cut out. Use a long bladed pair of scissors and cut smoothly
using the full length of the blade.
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Getting started with patterns
Marking outThere are going to be several marks on your pattern that need to be marked onto your fabric. These are often
dots that indicate the position of darts, some show the centre front or back of a garment, or a buttonhole.
These markings can be transferred by a stitch called tailorʼs tacking. This is a great way to temporarily mark
out your fabric. The stitches can be removed at the end
With a double thread pass your needle through the pattern and both layers of fabric. Leave a long tail, and
then create a loop on the same spot and leave another long tail. Carefully open the 2 layers of fabric and cut
the threads in the middle.

Notches can be cut away from the seam allowance. This stops the seam allowance from becoming weak.
Double or triple notches can be cut as one large notch.

Other markings can be done using a tracing wheel, and dressmakers carbon. Both of which are readily
available from good haberdashers
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