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You don't t1ave to be at a sewing machine 

to learn free-motion quilting patterns. In 

fact, is easier to learn quilting patterns when 

you're not at a sewing machine. How do you 

do THAT? The Master Trainer and Doodle 

Sheets. 

Doodle Sheets are pages conta ining the 6 

Basic Shapes and a variety of free-motion 

quilting patterns based on them. You'll find 

them beginning on page 97. The Master 

Trainer is a clear plastic template that you use 

to trace the shapes on the Doodle Sheets. 

(Later on you 'll also use it to do some ruler 

work at the sewing machine.) Using the 

Master Trainer to trace shapes on the Doodle 

Sheets develops the muscle memory and 

eye-hand coordination you need to quilt con

fidently. You don't need to be at a sewing 

machine to learn th is. In fact , it 's better to do 

it before you go to the machine, so you don't 

have to struggle with controlling the sewing 

machine while you learn. This means you can 

learn to machine quilt any time, anywhere. 

(That alone speeds up the learning process.) 

The tracing exercises are at the heart of 

the FMM30 system. Each Daily Assignment 

asks you to do them for just a few minutes, 

three times a day. Why? Developing muscle 

memory requires frequent repetition in small 

doses. Doing 5 minutes of tracing 3 times a 

day is more effective than doing 15 minutes 

all at once, or 30 minutes every other day. 

So, place copies of the Doodle Sheets and a 

Master Trainer in places you might normally 

find yourself with a few moments to spare: 
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by the phone, or by your favorite TV chair. 

Carry them with you in your purse. (The 

FMM30 Tool Kit has a special tote bag to 

hold all this so you 're always ready to grab 

and go.) Any time you have to sit and wait, 

get out the Doodle Sheets and Master 

Trainer and practice your quilting. 

This is so much easier for beginners than 

trying to learn at the sewing machine. And if 

you are a more advanced quilter, this is still 

a great way to learn new patterns before it's 

time to quilt them! 

TH E TRACING EXERCISES 

It's important that you do the tracing exer

cises exactly as explained here, so the 

movements copy what you w ill do at the 

sewing machine. Remember, the goal is to 

train your muscle memory. You can't practice 

one way and then expect your muscles to do 

something different later on . 

1. Put the Doodle Sheet on a flat surface. 

Anchor it so it doesn't move. 

2. Lay the Master Trainer over the Doodle 

Sheet with the center dot on the outline of a 

shape or pattern. 

3. Place your hands on the Master Trainer 

as shown and move it over a shape or pat

tern on the Doodle Sheet, tracing the center 

dot along the shape you want to practice. 

Repeat each shape or pattern several times, 

first in one direction, then the other. Turn the 

sheet sideways and trace the shapes in that 

direction. 



For DSM's and sit-down longarms: 

(Top photo) Put your fingertips on each side 

of the Master Trainer with the dot in the 

middle. It 's important that your fingers be 

gently curved. Move the Master Trainer as 

much as possible with just your fingertips and 

hands, then add your arms when needed. 

For frame-mounted longarms: 

(Bottom photo) This Master Trainer is wider, 

the distance between the handle bars on 

your longarm. Place your fists at each end of 

the Master Trainer in the position you would 

hold them on your longarm. Move the Master 

' Trainer with your arms. Stand up if you can. If 

you typically use one hand on the handlebars 

and one hand on the quilt surface, then use 

the smaller Master Trainer with one hand. 

You might be surprised at how awkward you 

feel at the beginning. It's okay. If you need 

to, slow down and just focus on keeping 

the dot on the lines. Over time you 'll get 

comfortable with the shape, and you will 

naturally speed up. 

That's all. It's really that simple. Why does 

it work? Because tracing with the Master 

Trainer mimics exactly what you'll be doing 

at the sewing machine. And, it trains your 

hands to make the shapes without having to 

deal with other factors like the speed of the 

machine, the weight of a quilt, or the weight 

of a stand-up machine. 

Print out several copies of the Doodle Sheets, 

grab your Master Trainer and let 's get started! 

• 

NOTE 
If you don't have a Master Trainer yet, turn 

to page 31 for instructioos to make a simple 

version from a piece of clear plastic. Turn to 

Resources to purchase Master Trainers and 

tool kits. 
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DAY 1 

Today we'll begin with the 6 Basic Shapes Doodle Sheet 

and prepare your quilting blocks. 

Read The 6 Basic Shapes, page 98. 
------------------------ ----- -------------------------- --- ------------------- ------------- ---------- ------------

c:J Trace the 6 Basic Shapes Doodle Sheet (page 99) for 5 minutes, 3 t imes 

throughout the day. 
--------- --- --- ------------ ------------------------ ------------------------------ ----------- ---,__0 Cut and sandwich blocks for your quilt. 

SANDWICHING THE BLOCKS 
Make 16 one-block "sand

wiches." Layer a backing piece, 

a batting and a top piece. 

The blocks are 11" wide by 12" 

high, so turn the pieces all in 

the same direction. (You can cut 

the backing and batting about 1" 

larger on each side if you wish.) 

If they don't fit exactly, don't 

worry-you'll square up the 

blocks and cut them to shape 

for your layout after they are 

quilted. 

If you are using fusible batting, 

iron the layers together. If not, 

use basting spray, quilters' 

safety pins or basting stitches 

to hold the layers together. 

(Very little basting is needed.) 

On Motif Blocks, pin away 

from the outlines of the 

motifs so the pins won't be in 

the way when you quilt. 



CUTTING LIST FOR BLOCKS 
·-- ----------------- ---------------- --------- ---------------------' I 
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Fabric
Front: 

For Whole Blocks: 
8/8 Layout: Cut 8 blocks 11" x 12" 
9/7 Layout: Cut 9 blocks 11'' x 12" 
or 
For Pinwheel Blocks: 
8/8 Layout: Cut 32 squares 6" x 6" 
9/7 Layout: Cut 36 squares 6" x 6" 
Join square to make 11½" blocks 
It's okay to mix whole and pinwheel 
blocks 

~ ----------- ---- ----------------------------------------------
1 Solid Block 
: Fabric-
: Front: 
' 

8/8 Layout: Cut 8 blocks 11" x 12" 
9/7 Layout: Cut 7 blocks 11" x 12" 

~-- ----------------- --------- ------- ----- ----- -- ----- -------------
' i Backing 
: Fabric: 
I 

' 

16 blocks 11" x 12" 
Cut 12" x 14H if you want extra 
around the edges 

►-- - ---------------- -------- ------- ------------ ---- -- -- - - ---- -----
' ! Batting: 16 blocks 11'' x 12" or slightly larger 
~-------- -- --------- ----------------------------------------------

CUTTING WHOLE BLOCKS 
If fabric is 42" wide you can cut blocks 10½" wide. 

44" Width of Fabric (WOF) 

11 " , ~r 

CUTTING PINWHEEL BLOCKS 
6" 

•i I Motif II Motif I I Motif I I Motif I 

11½" 

~ 
Motif 0 ,...... 
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91 id, Pr-epare an 

extra block or two._ Use 

them for war,rri-ups and 

tension testers. And, .if you 

make a·cutting mistake 

later on, you'll already 

have a replacem'ent. 

OVERSIZED BACKING BLOCKS 
16 blocks 12" x 14", plus 2 extras. 

I,,. 
14" 
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It can be really frustrating when you want to just sit down and sew, but you 

get stalled setting up your machine instead. So today we're not sewing-we're 

just taking time to futz with the machine, learn a few new things you might not 

have known about it, clean and oil it if necessary, work out settings and thread 

tension, and leave it set up, ready to begin sewing tomorrow. 

If you're a little bit scared to start machine quilting, this is a good way to 

procrastinate productively. You'll feel less intimidated by free-motion quilting 

once you've looked at the inside of the machine. (Sort of like imagining your 

audience sitting there in their underwear when you have to make a speech.} 

C\ Trace the 6 Basic Shapes Doodle Sheet for 5 minutes, 3 times 

throughout the day. 

Find the instruction manual for your sewing machine. If you can't find it, 

chances are you can find a PDF copy of it on the Internet. 

Read Sewing Machine Set-up (page 78), Needles (page 82) and 

Thread (page 83). 

Read Ergonomics (page 84). 

a Work through the instructions in the readings to set up your sewing 

machine and your chair. 

~ 



Today we start quilting! We'll begin with the Motif Blocks, just outlining the 

design. The purpose of this is to find the rhythm of your hands with the sewing 

machine, without having to struggle with. quilting a pattern that is unfamiliar 

to you. Using a thread the same color as the background will hide any 

imperfections, so don't be nervous-just relax and sew! 

~ Read Ready, Set, Quilt!, page 86. 
----------------- ----- -------------- ------------------------------------------- -------- ---- ----------------
0 Trace the 6 Basic Shapes Doodle Sheet for 5 minutes, 3 times 

throughout the day. 
--------- ---------------------------------- ----------------------------- ----------------------- ----- ---- ---
,~ o Cut and sandwich more blocks if you haven't finished all of them yet. 

:I Quilt Motif Block #1 , just outlining the large design (don't fill in any 

background). Label the block with tape or a removable marker. You can 

go back later to compare your progress with your starting point. 

Use squares of padded she lf liner or 
qu ilting gloves to grip the sandwich 

while quilt ing . 

9-/ud; When 

you begin and end 

stitching, lock threads 

and clip them. Read 

Beginning and Ending, 

page 88. 



DAY4 Ad:¢!13~ 2 

O Trace the 6 Basic Shapes Doodle Sheet for 5 minutes, 3 times 

throughout the day. 
------------------------------------ -------------- ---- ------- ------------- ---- ----------------------- -- -- --
~° Cut and sandwich more blocks if you haven't finished all of them yet. 

-------------- -- ------------------------------ -- ------ ----- -- -- --- ----------------------- -- --a Quilt Motif Block #2, just outlining the large design. Label the block. 



A<q !13~ 3 

CJ Trace the 6 Basic Shapes Doodle Sheet for 5 minutes , 3 times 
throughout the day. 

--------- ----- -------- ------- ------------ ---- ------ --- ---- ----- ------------------ ----------- ------- -- ------
~ 6 Cut and sandwich more blocks if you haven't finished all of them yet. 

--- ----------- -------------- ---------------- -- --- -- ---- --- ------ -- ---- ---------------- ---- -- --- ------------::I Quilt Motif Block #3, just outlining the large design. Label the block. 
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It's really important to have your sewing machine in good working 

order for free-motion quilting. Here's a pre-flight checklist to get your 

machine set up and ready to go. Most of this applies to both DSM's 

and longarms; where there are differences I'll mention them as I go. 

DSM = Domestic Sewing Machine 

FMQ = Free-Motion Quilting 

l 
Remove the th roat plate Use a soft brush to remove lint All clean! Oil per manufactur- Gl ad that's ou t of there! 

and threads er's instructions 

CLEAN & LUBE 

Clean and oil your machine before you begin. 

If it hasn't been serviced in a long time, take 

it in for a tune-up. Quilting requires a sewing 

machine to take a lot more stitches than normal 

sewing, and through a lot more bulk, so don't 

make it work even harder by having it full of crud 

and feeling stiff in the joints. Check your instruc

tion manual for directions. Get in the habit of 

cleaning and lubricating frequently. 

Be absolutely sure to use the right oil , or you 

run the risk of permanently gumming up your 

machine. Don't use "canned air," as it forces dirt 

further into the machine. Lift dirt out with a small, 

soft brush. 

SEY/ING MACHINE FEET 

For quilting on a DSM, you'll need to get a 

quilting foot. They come in a variety of shapes 

and sizes (see photos at right). All of them float 

just above the fabric , which allows you to move 

the quilt freely. Start with what you have avail

able, then try different styles to find which you 

prefer. You will also need a ¼" foot for assem
bling the quilt. 
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FRESH NEEDLE 

Put a fresh needle in the machine. On a DSM, 

for 50-weight thread, start with a size 80/12; for 

40-weight you might want a 90/14. Start with 

a Universal, but also try different types to see 

which you like. If you're having problems with 

thread breaking or skipped stitches, try a dif

ferent size or type. (See Needles, page 82.) 

FEED DOGS 

On a DSM, you need to drop the feed dogs for 

free-motion quilting. Check your instruction 

manual to find out how. The control may be a 

button on the back of the machine behind the 

bobbin assembly, or near the on/off switch. 

Longarm machines don't have feed dogs. 

STITCH LENGTH 

With free-motion quilting on a DSM or sit-down 

longarm, you are moving the fabric, not feed 

dogs. You don't need to set the stitch length, 

unless you 're using a stitch regulator (see 

page 81). 



NEEDLE- DOWN POSITION 

You will often stop with the needle down to hold the quilt in place 
while you look ahead or reposition your hands. The needle up/down 
icon will look something like this: 

The needle-down function works differently on different machines. 
If you haven't used it before, get familiar with it now. 

BOBBIN 

Wind a bobbin and load it. (If you know what bobbin thread you're 
going to use, wind several.) If your machine has a front-loading bobbin 
(as opposed to a drop-in bobbin), look for a wire loop on the bobbin 
case. If it has one, run the thread through it. This helps avoid skipped 
stitches by keeping the thread in proper alignment during free-motion 
quilting (and embroidery). 

Open-toe darning foot 
(Bernina #24) 

Closed-toe quilting foot on 
stitch regulator 

Echo-qui lting foot on stitch 
regulator 

( 
\ 

¼" foot (Bernina #97D) 
Though not a quilting foot 
per se. a ¼" foot is great for 
quilting lines and shadowing. 
Use it with dual feed or a 
wa lking foot if you have it. 
You'll also need th is foot for 
assembling your FMM30 
quilt , as it's important to 
have exact 114 seams on 
the joining strips. 

Ruler foot (Bernlna /172) Cl ear plastic darning foo t 
(Sin ger) 

Longarm quilting foot (Handiqu il ter) 
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TOP THREAD & TENSIO N 

Thread the top of the sewing machine and adjust the tension 

so the top and bobbin threads are balanced. When the threads 

balance. they cross in the middle of the quilt sandwich . The top 

tl1read will not show on the back and the bottom thread will not 

show on the top. 

If your machine has an AUTO setting , start there. If it does not, 

set the tens ion at a number in the middle of the range between 

low and high . Higher numbers mean tighter tension , lower num

bers looser tension . On a test sandwich , sew a few inches then 

check to see if the top and bobbin threads are balanced. 

Begin each quilting session by check ing your thread tension 

on a test sandwich . Adjust the tens ion every time you change 

thread . 

1 ~ 

~ 

Top thread tension too tight Top thread tension too loose 

• ~ 

-1 .. 
·-

The black bobbin thread pulls through to the top. The pink top thread pulls through on the back. 

Tension Balanced 

The top thread does not show on the back, and 

the back thread does not show on the front. 
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er. ~ Don't be afra id 

to ½hange the tension by 

several numbers, if that's 

what it takes to get a 

balanced stitch . 



GRIPPERS 

I like to use 3" squares of padded shelf liner 

to grip the quilt sandwich while quilting. 

(Sometimes I use these even for normal sewing 

to give me added grip, especially when the 

weather is dry.) Some people like quilting 

gloves-they have rubber grippers on the fin

gers. There are a variety of gripping tools avail

able-try some and see what you like. 

Squares of padded shelf liner help grip the quilt. I also use 

them under rulers and templates to prevent slipping. 

A FEW OTHER OPTIONS 

Teflon Slider Sheet: You probably won't need 

this for the single blocks we're using, but if you 

have one and want to use it, set it up. (Hint: Put 

a full bobbin into the machine first.) 

Stitch Regulator: A stitch regular reads your 

speed and makes the machine stitch faster or 

slower automatically with your hand speed so 

that all your stitches are the same length. If your 

machine has a stitch regulator, set the stitch 

length at 15-20 stitches per inch for this project. 

(Read more on page 87.) 

FOR FRAME- MO UNTED LONGARMS 

If you have a frame-mounted longarm, chances 

are you will not want to tie up your frame for an 

entire month or more for your FMM30 project. 

Try mounting a 12"-wide strip of backing fabric 

and batting along one side of your frame. You 

can mount other projects on the rest of the 

frame. Each day, place the front fabric for that 

day's block on the batting/backing strip and 

quilt it. The blocks don't have to be in order 

along the strip, so you don't need to reposition 

either the FMM30 strip or the other project until 

it's time to fill in the backgrounds on the Motif 

Blocks. 

Single-Needle Throat Plate: Some people 

who quilt on a DSM like a single-needle plate 

because it prevents the quilt sandwich from "dip

ping" down toward the bobbin through the larger 

hole of a zigzag plate (which is what comes stan

dard on most machines). Like the wire on the 

bobbin case, this helps keep the thread aligned, 

helping to prevent skipped stitches and thread 

breakage. If you find yourself having problems, . 

try out a single-needle plate as a possible fix. I 

tape a note to myself on the front of my machine 

so I don't forget to change it back when I switch 

to a wide stitch or move the needle! 
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TH E BASICS 

If you're new to free-motion quilting, here's how to start: 

You 've set up the sewing machine with a quilting foot and 
dropped the feed dogs. You've sandwiched your blocks. 

Position the sandwich under the quilting foot. Lower the 
presser foot. Even though the foot will not press down the 
fabric, lowering the presser foot engages the workings of 
the machine so it wiil stitch . (Even now I can't tell you how 
often I forget to do this!) 

Put your gripper pads about 2" to either side of the needle, 
place your curved fingertips on them, rest your forearms on 
the table. Press down the pedal to start the machine, and 
start moving the fabric with fingertips and hands. Begin near . 
an edge and quilt toward the center. (Pause after a couple 
of inches and snip the thread tails 'so they don't get tangled 
in your quilting later on.) You can move in any direction. 
Remember you have already practiced this with the Master 
Trainer. 

Keep your _hands within a few inches of the needle. Usually 
they'll be side-to-side, but you can move them anywhere 
you want in order to feel comfortable and in control of the 
sandwich. When you want to change position, pause with 

the needle down to hold the sandwich in place. Eventually 
you'll be able to change hand position as you move. 

A common beginner mistake is turning your hands to sew a 
curved line. You have to do that with the feed dogs up, but 

not when they are dropped. Just keep your hands straight 
and move in the direction of the curve. 

You're quilting! 

-- ------ ---------------- -- -- --- --- --- --- -- ---- --- --- -- --- --------- --------

FREE-MOTION MASTERY IN A MONTH 

----- ------ --- --- ------ --------- ---- -- -- ' 

STITCH LENGTH 

The goal is even, consistent 

stitches. As you get more 

. comfortable and gain control, 

aim for a length of about 15 and 

20 stitches per inch. This will 

take some practice-that's what 

outlining the Motif Blocks is for. 

Be patient. It will come. 

Once you have control of your 

stitch length, you'll be able to 

vary it when you want to. Large 

stitches are fine on straight lines 

or gentle curves but become 

jerky around tight curves. For 

small , finely worked areas, 

shorten your stitches for 

smooth curves. 

' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ' ----------------------------- -------------------~ 

9/ lni, Don't get hung up on 

being too cautious and careful. Try 

quilting on a test sandwich (notti i~g 

to ruin!) with your machine running ' 

very fast and your nands mqv1r~t 

pretty fast as w~l'I . ..:Jys( floor(t and 

go. Take a t~6,k a'dhe result, the_n· 

try ag~_i n.~~d make ·ci?ju stments. 
Try different -s·pee_ds. Over timEi ·, 

·.. . .. 
you'll find yqur.rhythm., 



I - - - -- - --- - ----- - - - ----------------- - - - ---- -- ------- - -- - - - --- -- --- -- - --- -- --------- - -- ---- --- - - - - -- - -------- -- -- - -- --- -- ---
0 

' ' QUILTING SPEED 

Getting smooth, even stitches of the right length 

is a result of getting the right combination of 

machine speed and hand speed. 

Machine speed is how frequently the machine 

takes a stitch. On DSMs and sit-down longarms 

you control machine speed with a foot pedal. 

Newer DSMs and most longarms also have a 

speed setting that controls the overall speed 

range for the machine. If you have this, I suggest 

setting it in the 25% - 50% range to begin . 

Hand speed is how fast you move your hands 

relative to the machine speed. Getting the right 

combination of machine speed and hand speed 

is sort of like Goldilocks and the Three Bears: 

Fast machine + slow hands = Stitches too small 

Slow machine + fast hands = Stitches too large 

Medium machine + medium hands = 

Stitches just right 

STITCH REGULATORS 

Stitch regulators are cool gizmos that read your 

hand speed and adjust the stitch length of the 

machine. You set the stitch length you want. 

Then, you move faster, the machine stitches 

faster; you move slower, the machine stitches 

slower. Always the same length stitch. Stitch 

regulators are standard on most frame-mounted 

longarm machines. They are starting to become 

available on some DSMs and sit-down longarms. 

If you have a stitch regulator, practice both 

w ith and without it to find out when you do or 

don't like it. 

--------- ------- ------ ------- --- ----- -- -- ----- -- -- -- ---- ---- -- ---

Put another way, if you want shorter stitches, 

speed up the machine. If you want longer 

stitches, speed up your hands. 

As you quilt, listen to the pitch of the machine. 

You will begin to recogn ize just by its sound 

when the machine is at the right speed for you. 

You will also begin to notice small differences 

in the sound of your machine that indicate things 

like a dull needle (it sounds "thunky") , or a 

nearly empty bobbin (the bobbin rattles). 

With practice, you will find the comfortable 

speed for you. You don't have to push yourself. 

Something I learned from my piano students is 

that "comfortable" gets faster all by itself. And 

anyway, there is no Quilting Speed Limit and no 

Quilting Highway Patrol telling you to stick to it, 

so you can quilt any speed you like! 

When you're learning, a stitch regulator can be 

like training wheels, helping you get the feel for 

the right balance between machine speed and 

hand speed. 

----- ----- ------ ---- ------------------- ---- ----------- ---- ---- --- --
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