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Consider each of these tips as 
you prepare to quilt.

 
1. GRIP AND SLIP
You want your quilt to move as easily 

and smoothly as possible. Give your 

body a break—use something on your 

hands for an easy “grip” and something 

beneath your quilt to help it slide 

smoothly or “slip.”

There are many choices to give “grip” to 

your hands. Here are a few suggestions:

• Quilter’s glove or any other glove that 

fits snugly on the hands and has a 

gripping surface: I find that “quilter’s 

gloves” are inexpensive and give a 

better fit and grip than other gloves 

not made for quilting.

• Hand bands: These adjustable bands 

slip around your fingers and snug up 

to your palm. The undersurface is a 

gripping foam which makes it easier 

to move your quilt.

• Hoops/halos: A hoop lies on the 

surface of your quilt. By placing your 

hands atop the hoop you gain secure 

control over the quilt without having 

to grip the quilt with your hands. 

This is an excellent choice for those 

with hand or wrist issues.

• Glycerin: Available at your local 

pharmacy, glycerin provides a slightly 

sticky grip which does not stain the 

fabric. It is a good choice if you don’t 

like having something on your hands.

A slippery surface on your machine’s 

bed will allow your quilt to “slide” 

easily while quilting. A Teflon® slider 

lets the quilt move smoothly without 

hitching on all the nooks and crannies 

of your machine bed. That hitching 

can create long stitches as your fingers 

get caught up in the bump. A slider 

smoothes over those bumps in your 

machine bed and allows your quilt to 

move with little effort.

2. BATTING
Many of us have a “default” batting 

that we use on all projects. But different 

projects have different needs and could 

benefit from alternative batting choices. 

Do you want your quilt be drapey or 

sturdy, will it be washed frequently or 

never washed, is the size of the project 

going to make it difficult to quilt on 

your home machine? Each of these 

factors affects your batting choices. Your 

local quilt shop can help you make the 

best choice for the project at hand.

3. NEEDLES
Varying opinions abound, but my 

first choice for general-purpose free 

motion quilting is a topstitch titanium-

coated needle. It gives a solid, straight 

stitch, even through multiple layers of 

fabric and batting, and has the added 

advantage of a larger eye. Topstitch 

needles are now available with chrome 

or titanium coating which makes for 

a good value, as they last much longer 

than a traditional steel needle.

The size of the needle will depend 

on the thickness of your thread. 

Most quilters need needles in the 

70/10, 80/12, or 90/14 range. If using 

very thick threads, a larger needle is 

appropriate. Some threads will have 

the appropriate needle type and size 

stamped right on the spool!
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The choices you make before you even 

start to free-motion quilt your work can 

have a huge impact on your success! I’m 

sharing some of my top tips for making 

the right choices to get you on your way 

to successful free-motion quilting.
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4. THREAD
With such a wide variety of thread 

choices, you can easily be overwhelmed. 

I have some tips to help you choose the 

best thread for your project:

• Always quilt/sew with quality thread! 

If a thread is linty, it could result 

in the need to have your machine 

serviced—now that is expensive 

thread! Low quality polyester thread 

can have imperfections that result in 

tangles of thread as you stitch. Most 

local quilt shops carry quality thread 

and can help you choose the right one 

for your project.

• The thickness (weight) of the thread 

is important to the look of your 

project. A thicker thread will stand 

up on the surface of your quilt and be 

noticeable. A thinner thread will sink 

into the quilt, leaving shadow and 

texture more than color. Choose the 

weight of your thread accordingly.

• Thread weight is expressed as a 

number, with thicker threads having 

a lower weight number than thinner 

threads. So a 12 weight thread 

(usually expressed as 12wt) is much 

thicker than a 100 weight thread 

(100wt).

• Ply also makes a difference. Ply 

denotes how many yarns are twisted 

together to make a thread. Two 

threads can both be “50 weight” but 

if one is 3-ply and the other 2-ply, the 

3-ply thread is 50% heavier than the 

2-ply thread. So the true weight of 

a thread is determined by its weight 

and ply.

Don’t worry if this is a bit confusing, 

you will soon figure out what threads 

you like and the mystery of thread 

weight will disappear!

In the world of free-motion quilting, 

we can choose to use almost any thread 

fiber available: cotton, polyester, clear, 

metallic, silk and more. AND, if we 

choose, we may mix those fibers, ie 

cotton on top, polyester in the bobbin, 

etc. The approximate weights of the 

threads need to be similar, but the fibers 

can vary.

One reason that quilters might choose 

to mix fibers is to put polyester “bobbin 

thread” in the bobbin. Bobbin thread 

is a lighter-weight thread that is 

sometimes chosen by quilters because 

it stacks tightly in the bobbin, allowing 

much more thread per bobbin than 

standard weight thread. If you’re going 

to quilt a large piece, extra thread per 

bobbin is wonderful!

5. SEWING MACHINE 
FEET
The right foot for your machine makes a 

huge difference. You must be able to see 

where your needle is hitting the fabric. 

Some plastic feet obscure your view of 

the needle penetrating the fabric-avoid 

those feet! An open toed foot gives 

great visibility. Also, the thinner the 

profile of the back of the foot, the more 

visibility you have of what has been 

quilted. Your machine probably has a 

few feet choices—choose the one with 

maximum visibility.

6. SPEED
Find your “niche speed,” that is, the 

speed at which you feel the most 

control and comfort. That speed will 

vary with different types of motifs and 

projects. For a fussy motif, you may go 

a little slower, for one that you know 

well, a little faster. Warm up and play 

on a practice quilt sandwich until you 

find and are comfortable with your 

niche speed.

You will not only feel the speed, you 

will hear it. I am always listening to my 

machine for speed and any indication 

that something is amiss. I almost never 

go pedal-to-the-metal—it’s just too fast 

to get good stitching!

7. ILLUMINATION
Lighting is an often neglected part of 

sewing—if you can’t see it well, you 

can’t quilt it well! If you have a longer 

throat machine, you probably already 

have great lighting in the harp area of 

the machine as well as at the needle.

If you have a standard-sized domestic 

machine, you will benefit from adding 

more lighting to your machine. Add-on 

lighting is usually either in the needle 

area or in the harp of the machine—

either one is good. There are excellent 

LED light strips that adhere to the 

top of the harp area and provide an 

abundance of excellent, crisp light. 

Another choice would be an add-on 

system with two lights in the needle 

area—one in front of the needle and one 

behind. Either system will be a welcome 

addition to your machine.

8. CLASSES
There are many wonderful online 

classes and videos available—I have 

taken many. I recommend at least one 

in-person class, too. A skilled instructor 

can be both inspirational as well as 

instructional. There are nuances of 

stitch, machine, and ergonomics that 

are best addressed in person.

And there is the intangible, too—the 

interaction with like-minded students 

and with the instructor. Students in my 

classes have formed new friendships, 

some have found a new guild/home 

and all have access to me for advice and 

support. And, of course, there is usually 

that shopping experience that happens 

at break time …
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9. SPACING
Have you heard of “The 6' Rule”? 

Your work looks so much different at 

a distance of 6' than it does 12" away 

with good lighting and bifocals! Yet 

that is the way most quilts are viewed—

either on the bed, the wall, or on home 

furnishings. Everything looks better at 

6' and your work will, too! It can be 

discouraging when you first begin to 

quilt a piece and it is right in front of 

you. Don’t judge until you see it from 6'!

10. STICK TO IT!
You’ve heard it before: practice, practice, 

practice. But I suggest you play, play, 

play! Let’s make practice fun by choosing 

a project that appeals to you. Examples 

of “play” might be:

• A fun pre-printed panel. Layer it up 

with some backing and batting and 

just have fun. If it doesn’t turn out, it 

was not a huge investment.

• Make and quilt a charity quilt. They 

will be delighted with your work and 

no one cares about perfect quilting.

• Quilt from the back! Find a backing 

with a large-scale print. Put the front 

of the quilt facing the machine plate 

and quilt from the back, following the 

lines of the motif for your quilting 

lines. It is an easy way to look 

impressive from the front!

• Quilt blocks as you go and assemble 

them together at the end. There is an 

abundance of online tutorials or, if 

you’re lucky, a class at your local quilt 

shop on how to do this.

• Free-motion quilted cutwork is a very 

forgiving project. Fuse two layers of 

fabric together with a lightweight 

fusible. Mark a pattern on the fused 

fabric and free-motion quilt the lines 

in a continuous line; go around twice 

to secure the edges. Then remove the 

negative spaces in between the motifs 

by cutting with scissors. 
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