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Beginner Sewing
Starter Kit

The pattern list, fabric buying guide, and machine setup checklist

every new sewist needs — in one place.

WHAT'S INSIDE

01 Pattern Progression List Which patterns to do, in which order, and why

02 Fabric Buying Guide What to buy, what to skip, and how much you need

03 Machine Setup Checklist Run this before every project — every time
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SECTION 01

Pattern Progression List
The fastest way to quit sewing is to pick a pattern that's too hard. The fastest way to keep going is to finish

something. This sequence builds real skills without dead ends — complete each level before moving to the next.

LEVEL 1 — Straight Stitch Foundations
Complete these before anything with a zipper, button, or fitting adjustment.

# Project Skills Built Time Free Source

1 Scrunchie Straight seams, tube turning, basic elastic15 min So Sew Easy
YouTube

2 Tote Bag Rectangles, reinforced handles, corners45 min Oliver + S
Joann.com

3 Pillowcase
(envelope closure)

Envelope fold, clean finish,
no raw edges

30 min AllFreeSewing.com

4 Elastic-Waist
Gathered Skirt

Gathering, waistband casing,
elastic threading

1–2 hrs Joann.com
"free gathered skirt PDF"

After Level 1 you know: straight seams, pressing, elastic casings, and edge finishing without a

serger. These four skills cover 80% of beginner garments.

LEVEL 2 — Simple Garments
Start here only after completing at least two Level 1 projects.

# Project Skills Built Time Free Source

5 Child's Gathered
Sundress

Bodice facing, gathered panels,
armhole finish

2–3 hrs Patterns for Pirates
AllFreeSewing.com

6 Pull-On Pants /
Pajama Pants

Inseam, leg seams,
same waistband as skirt

2–3 hrs Joann.com
Sew Mama Sew archive

7 A-Line Skirt
(elastic waist)

Side seams, angled cutting,
smooth hem

2–3 hrs Seamwork
free archive

8 Simple Knit Tank
or T-Shirt

Stretch stitch, ballpoint needle,
knit handling

2–3 hrs Jalie free patterns
Patterns for Pirates

After Level 2 you've sewn wovens and knits, worked a facing, and handled multiple seam

types. You can now attempt most patterns marked "beginner" or "easy."
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LEVEL 3 — Closures & Construction
One new technique per project. Don't stack them.

# Project Skills Built Time Free Source

9 Zippered Pouch Zipper insertion — the foundational closure skill1 hr Noodlehead
Melly Sews

10 Button-Front Shirt
(relaxed)

Buttonholes, placket,
collar-less construction

4–6 hrs Named Clothing
In the Folds

11 A-Line Skirt
(invisible zip)

Invisible zipper,
waistband with zipper stop

3–4 hrs Seamwork
Colette archive

After Level 3 you can install a zipper, sew a buttonhole, and complete a garment that opens and

closes the way commercial clothing does. This is the threshold for intermediate sewing.
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SECTION 02

Fabric Buying Guide
Buy the right fabric for your first project and it behaves. Buy the wrong one and you'll blame yourself for every

puckered seam. Here's what actually works.

The Three Fabrics Every Beginner Should Own

1. Quilting-Weight 100% Cotton

Best for: Skirts, tote bags, scrunchies, pillowcases, kids' garments, table runners.

Why it works: Doesn't shift under the presser foot. Presses flat. Very forgiving if tension is slightly off.

Where to buy: Jo-Ann, Hobby Lobby, Walmart fabric section, Mood Fabrics online.

Price range: $4–$10/yard at chain stores. $6–$12/yard online for designer prints.

Project Yardage Needed

Scrunchie Scrap (under 1/4 yd)

Tote Bag 3/4 yd

Pillowcase 1 yd

Gathered Skirt (adult) 1.5–2 yds

Child's Sundress 1.5–2 yds

Pull-On Pants (adult) 2–2.5 yds

Always buy 1/2 yard more than the pattern calls for. Cutting errors, grain line adjustments, and

motif placement decisions will use that buffer.

2. Lightweight Woven Cotton (Poplin, Chambray, Lawn)

Best for: Shirts, blouses, relaxed dresses, lightweight pants.

Why it works: Drapes more than quilting cotton; better for garments meant to hang softly. Still easy to press and

cut.

Where to buy: Mood Fabrics, local fabric stores, online yardage retailers.

Price range: $7–$15/yard.

Beginner note: Lawn and voile are slightly slippery — wait until Level 2. Start with poplin or chambray.

3. Stable Knit (Jersey, French Terry, Ponte)

Best for: T-shirts, tanks, pull-on pants, leggings.



Sewing.com  ·  Beginner Sewing Starter Kit Page 4

Why it works: Comfortable and forgiving on fit. Ponte is the most beginner-friendly — thick enough to stay put while

cutting.

Where to buy: Jo-Ann apparel section, Raspberry Creek Fabrics online.

Price range: $6–$14/yard.

Machine requirement: Switch to a stretch stitch or narrow zigzag AND use a ballpoint needle

(size 80/12). Without this, stitches skip and seams pop on the first wear.

Fabrics to Avoid Until Intermediate Level

Fabric Why It's Difficult for Beginners

Satin / Charmeuse Slides under presser foot; frays instantly; shows every stitch wobble

Chiffon / Voile Too lightweight to control; puckers easily

Velvet / Velour Pile direction creates matching challenges; shifts constantly

Slippery Polyester Lining Difficult to cut accurately; requires tissue paper or walking foot

Stretch Lace Requires serger or specific settings; complex tension management

Notions: What You Actually Need vs. What to Skip

Buy These First Skip for Now

Cotton thread (match to fiber) Rotary cutter + mat (useful, not essential for Level 1)

Universal needles 80/12, 10-pack Serger / overlocker (zigzag does the same job)

1-inch non-roll knit elastic, 2 yds Dress form (fit by trying on)

Sharp fabric scissors Tailor's ham (needed later for curved seams)

Seam ripper Expensive marking tools (tailor's chalk works fine)

Pins or wonder clips

Pressing cloth or cotton scrap
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SECTION 03

Machine Setup Checklist
Run this before every project — not just when something goes wrong. Most machine problems are caused by

skipping these five steps.

Pre-Project Check (5 Minutes)

Step 1 — Re-thread the top thread from scratch
Pull the thread off completely and start over. Don't just 'check' it. Incorrect threading causes ~70% of tension problems.

■ Thread removed completely

■ Re-threaded through all guides in order

■ Thread seated correctly in tension disc

Step 2 — Remove and re-insert the bobbin
Bobbin orientation matters. Check your manual if unsure — wrong direction causes loops.

■ Bobbin removed

■ Re-inserted in correct orientation

■ Thread pulled through bobbin slot and under tension spring

Step 3 — Change the needle
A fresh needle eliminates skipped stitches in 90% of cases on quilting cotton.

■ Old needle removed

■ New needle inserted fully into clamp (common mistake: not inserting all the way up)

■ Needle screw tightened

■ Correct needle type confirmed for your fabric

Step 4 — Clean the bobbin area
Lint in the feed dog area causes tension and timing problems.

■ Bobbin cover removed

■ Lint brushed out of feed dog / hook assembly

■ No thread tangles or scraps in bobbin case



Sewing.com  ·  Beginner Sewing Starter Kit Page 6

Step 5 — Test on a scrap of your actual fabric
Always the same fabric as your project — not a random drawer scrap.

■ Test seam sewn on project fabric

■ Top tension balanced — no looping on either side

■ Stitch length correct for fabric (see settings table on next page)

Needle Quick-Reference

Fabric Type Needle Type Size

Quilting cotton, poplin, chambray Universal 80/12

Lightweight cotton, lawn Universal 70/10

Denim, canvas, heavy twill Denim / Jeans 90/14 or 100/16

Knit jersey, French terry Ballpoint / Stretch 80/12

Ponte, thick knit Stretch 90/14

Velvet, microfiber Microtex / Sharp 70/10 or 80/12

Multiple layers / quilting Quilting 75/11

Replace your needle: at the start of every new project, after 8 hours of sewing, and immediately

if you hear a popping sound when the needle enters the fabric.

Machine Settings by Project Type

Project Stitch Length Presser Foot Key Note

Tote bag / bags Straight 3.0–3.5mm Standard Double-stitch handles

Gathered skirt Straight 2.5mm Standard 4.0–5.0mm for gathering rows only

Elastic casing Straight 2.5mm Standard Leave 2" opening to thread elastic

Knit T-shirt Narrow zigzag
or stretch

2.5mm Standard
or walking

Never use straight stitch on knits

Pillowcase Straight 2.5mm Standard Press before every seam crossing

Buttonhole Buttonhole Auto Buttonhole foot Always test on scrap first

Zipper Straight 2.5mm Zipper foot Move needle position, not the foot
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SECTION 03 — CONTINUED

Tension Troubleshooting
When something looks wrong, work through this guide top-to-bottom before touching your tension dial. Most

problems are threading or needle issues.

Loops on the BOTTOM of the fabric

Cause: Top thread tension too loose — OR — top thread not seated in tension disc.

Fix: Re-thread from scratch first. If loops persist, increase top tension by 0.5 and test on scrap.

Loops on the TOP of the fabric

Cause: Bobbin tension issue — OR — bobbin inserted incorrectly.

Fix: Remove and re-insert bobbin. Check thread is pulled through the tension spring in the bobbin case.

Puckered seams

Cause: Tension too tight — OR — stitch length too short for the fabric weight.

Fix: Loosen top tension slightly. Increase stitch length to 3.0mm and test on scrap.

Skipped stitches

Cause: Dull or wrong needle (most common cause by far).

Fix: Change the needle first. If skipping continues on knits, switch to a ballpoint needle. Confirm needle is fully
inserted and screw is tight.

Thread breaking

Cause: Thread missed a guide in the threading path — OR — burr on the needle eye.

Fix: Re-thread completely. Run fingernail along needle eye — if it catches, the needle is damaged. Replace it.

Machine jamming / thread nest under fabric

Cause: Thread not held properly at the start of a seam.

Fix: Pull fabric out gently, cut thread, clean bobbin area. Then: re-thread both top and bobbin, hold both tails
behind the presser foot, lower the foot BEFORE you sew.

You're Not Starting from Scratch Anymore.
You have the patterns in order, the fabrics that actually work, and a checklist that solves 90% of machine problems

before they happen.
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The next step: pick one project from Level 1, buy your fabric, and run the machine check before you cut a single

piece. Everything else follows from there.

Find free patterns, tutorials, and guides at Sewing.com
© Sewing.com · Personal use only · Not for
redistribution


