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Learning outcomes
After studying this learning unit, you should be able to:

● identify the different smaller tools used for sewing and discuss the function of each
● explain the importance of pressing
● understand how a lockstitch is formed
● compare the industrial lockstitch machine and the home sewing machine
● identify and explain the functions of the parts of the lockstitch machine – industrial and

home sewing
● select the correct needle or pressing aid for different applications
● discuss the rules for pressing
● discuss the ways in which an overlocker, overedge machine, or serger differ from a con-

ventional sewing machine
● identify the different parts of an overlocker, overedge machine or serger
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● differentiate between the different types of overlockers, overedge machine, or serger
● discuss the different uses of overlockers, overedge machines, or sergers, indicating the

type of thread and stitch used for each application
● give the rules for using an overlocker
● explain what is meant by differential feed

This learning unit refers to the following chapters in your prescribed textbook:

SHAEFFER, C. (2014). Sewing for the apparel industry. 2nd ed. Pearson Education Limited:
Chapters 1–5

INTRODUCTION
In this learning unit you will learn more about the different measuring, cutting, pressing
and sewing equipment in clothing construction. It is very important to select the most
suitable equipment for different applications.

1.1 SMALL SEWING EQUIPMENT
As the title indicates, the textbook is written for mass production of apparel. Most of the
small equipment will not appear in your prescribed textbook but you have to know these
equipment, because you will use them in the practical module (CLO1602) and in a small-
scale production environment.

1.1.1 Measuring tools
The only essential measuring device, even for the beginner, is a tape measure. Buy a good
quality tape measure that will not stretch or fray, and is made from plastic or fibreglass.
The tape measure should be finished off with metal tips. Ensure that at least one side of
the tape measure is marked in centimetres.

Make sure that you read the tape measure correctly. Look at the two illustrations in Figure
1.1 below. In example (a), the number 20 does not appear directly opposite the long line
that indicates where the 20 cm mark is. In example (b), the number 20 does appear in line
with the longer line indicating the 20 cm mark.

FIGURE 1.1
Examples of tape measures

Example (a) Example (b)

https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Tape_measures
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1.1.2 Marking tools
Transfer of pattern markings will be discussed in learning unit 2. The most common tools
used to make pattern markings on the fabric are briefly discussed in the sections below.
For pictures of the different marking tools, consult your prescribed and recommended
textbooks.

a. Tailor’s pen
Two types of felt tip pens are now available, namely a purple pen whose mark fades with
time (usually after about a week) and a turquoise pen whose mark disappears in water. The
fabric can be marked on the right or the wrong side of the fabric since the mark will
disappear completely. Do not use any ordinary felt tip pen as the ink may stain the fabric
permanently.

b. Tailor’s chalk
Tailor’s chalk is easy to use and can also be rubbed off easily, a characteristic that has both
advantages and disadvantages. If the chalk is not sharp enough, the marks may be
inaccurate. If you have no chalk, try using a sliver of very dry, light-coloured toilet soap.
Soap markings have the added advantage of washing out completely.

c. Dressmaker’s pencil
Dressmaker’s pencils are also easy to use and the mark can easily be rubbed off, similar to
the tailor’s chalk. Be careful not to use an embroiderer’s pencil as the marks will not wash
out.

d. Tracing wheel and tracing paper
The tracing wheel is used together with dressmaker’s tracing paper to transfer pattern
markings to the wrong side of your fabric. Tracing wheels are suitable for most fabrics, but
take care when using them on transparent and loosely woven fabrics.

Dressmaker’s tracing paper comes in packs with different coloured carbon paper. Take
care that markings do not come through to the right side of the fabrics as these are
sometimes hard to remove.

1.1.3 Cutting tools
For pictures of the different cutting tools, consult your prescribed and recommended
textbooks.

a. Shears
Shears are generally 17,5 cm or longer; 20 cm is a good length for your first pair. Shears are
designed for cutting fabrics of different weights. They have a small handle for the thumb
and a larger handle for the other fingers. The handles can be bent or straight. For most
people, it is more comfortable to cut fabric using shears with bent handles.

b. Scissors
Scissors are rarely longer than 15 cm and are used for cutting threads, trimming, and clips.
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c. Nippers
Nippers are used at the machine for cutting threads and small clips. They are held in the
palm of the hand and have a single ring for the thumb.

d. Rotary cutter
A rotary cutter has a round blade attached to a handle. The blade rolls along the edge of
the pattern, cutting the fabric. The rotary cutter is available in small and large sizes. For
thicker fabrics, use the large size. Replace the blade when it is blunt.

The rotary cutter is used with a special cutting mat or board, to prevent damage to your
table and the blade. Pins can damage the blade, therefor it is advisable to hold your fabric
in place by using weights of small heavy objects, or make sure pins are placed away from
the edge of the pattern. Cut with the blade against the edge of the pattern.

1.1.4 Sewing aids
For pictures of the different sewing aids, consult your prescribed and recommended
textbooks.

a. Seam ripper
A seam ripper has a sharp point for unpicking stitches and a curved edge for cutting
seams open. It is also used for cutting machine-stitched buttonholes open.

b. Pins
Pins are used to hold the pattern pieces in place when cutting. Use sharp, rust-free pins
that are specially designed for dressmaking. Pins with a diameter of less than 0.5 mm are
less likely to leave marks on your fabric. Office pins will stain and leave unsightly holes in
the fabric.

c. Needles (hand sewing)
Hand needles are used for finishing stitches such as hems. The needle must suit the
purpose and fabric type for which it is used. Use larger needles for heavier fabrics and
fines needles for lightweight fabrics. The following hand sewing needles are frequently
used:

● Sharps are the most commonly used needles for hand sewing.
● Betweens are shorter than sharps, and may be used for fine stitches in heavy fabric, and

for quilting.
● Crewels are sharp-pointed needles with long eyes that can accommodate several strands

of embroidery thread.
● Chenilles are also sharp-pointed with a larger eye, but are larger than crewels and are

used for embroidery thread.
● Beading needles are thin and long, suitable for passing through the little hole or eye of a

bead.
● Tapestry needles have blunt points and are used for counted thread embroidery, tapestry

work and for joining garments knitted in 4-ply or finer yarn.
● Curved needles (also called mattress or lampshade needles) are used for upholstery or in

cases where using a straight needle would be awkward.
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1.1.5 Pressing tools
The prescribed textbook focuses on industrial pressing equipment used in the mass
production of apparel. This guide provides additional information on pressing equipment
used by small-scale production units or individual designers to ensure a professional finish.
For pictures of different pressing tools, consult your prescribed and recommended
textbooks.

a. Sleeve board
The sleeve board is used to press narrow garment sections such as trouser legs and sleeves.

b. Seam roll
The seam roll is used to press open seams, to ensure that the edge of a seam allowance is
not pressed against the fabric and forms a ridge on the right side. You can easily make
your own seam roll by tightly rolling up an old magazine and then covering it with
unbleached calico. Also keep a dowel stick handy for pressing long narrow sections such
as straps.

c. Steamer
A lightweight plastic steamer operates with water and salt. It is small, light and easy to
handle and cannot damage the fabric as the sole plate is not heated by a heating element.
It works both vertically and horizontally and is excellent for delicate fabrics, fabrics with a
nap (such as velvet), fabrics that shine when pressed too much (such as dark coloured
wool), or knits. This is a very handy piece of equipment, but cannot entirely replace an
ordinary iron.

d. Point presser
The point presser is wooden and has a sharp, pointed end that is used to press any point,
such as in a collar or lapel, neatly and crisply. While it may be difficult to buy a point
presser, a carpenter could easily make one. Once you are accustomed to pressing with a
point presser you will not be able to do without one.

The June tailor board is the Rolls Royce of point pressers. It has a variety of possible
curves for pressing, particularly when tailoring. Unfortunately, this pressing board is not
readily available, but may be ordered from Nancy’s Notions at www.nancysnotions. com
Use the search function to see an example of the June tailor’s board. There are two of
these tailor’s boards in the clothing construction laboratory in Florida. Make sure that you
have a look at and use them during the CLO1602 practical sessions.

e. Clapper (Tailor’s pounding block)
This is a rounded wooden block used with steam to flatten seams or other construction
details in heavy fabrics such as wool in tailoring, to obtain sharp creases.

f. A tailor’s ham
The tailor’s ham is a firm cushion that is used to press shaped areas such as bust darts and
curved seams. Collars can also be moulded around a tailor’s ham.
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1.1.6 Pressing techniques
The importance of pressing cannot be overemphasised. Correct and timely pressing will
definitely mean the difference between a homemade look and a professional finish.

Pressing is a lifting up and putting down movement, using a steam iron or a dry iron with a
damp press cloth.

Ironing is a gliding movement with a bare iron in order to remove creases.
● Test the temperature of the iron on a scrap of fabric.
● Press after completing each step of your sewing. Press all the seams and darts before

crossing them with another stitching line.
● Press on the wrong side of the fabric, especially if the fabric is dark coloured.
● Do not press over pins as they may damage the iron and will leave marks on the fabric.

Pressing over tacking thread may also leave marks, but this is often unavoidable.
● Always press into gathers and do not flatten the gathers with the iron.
● When pressing seams, hems or darts, place a double layer of clean brown paper be-

tween the seam allowance and the garment. This prevents a ridge from showing
through on the right side of the garment. Using a seam roll when pressing seams will
have the same result.

● Press the seam first in a closed position with the seam allowances together and then
once again with the seam open and flat.

1.2 THE SEWING MACHINE
Lockstitch machines are the most commonly used machines in apparel production. The
lockstitch machine is suitable for different weights of fabrics; it can make a straight or a
zigzag stitch and it always has a needle and a bobbin. A basic understanding of how the
machine operates and how the stitches are formed will allow you to use both industrial
and domestic sewing machines and to prevent stitching faults.

1.2.1 Basic parts of the sewing machine
A large variety of sewing machines are available today, but all sewing machines are basically
similar. Differences exist mostly on the level of sophistication and the ability to perform a
number of advanced techniques. If you have your own machine, study the booklet for
your machine carefully. The textbook illustrates and describes the parts of an industrial
lockstitch (or lockstitch power machine), on page 37 to 48, and you must make sure that
you know the different parts. For parts of a sewing machine, consult the instruction
manual for the machine that you will be using in the lab.

1.2.2 Threading the machine
Study your own machine’s instruction booklet on how to thread that particular machine.
The upper threading for all machines proceeds basically in the same way. You will not be
asked to describe the threading of the machine in the written exam. It will be done
practically in the practical module when you attend a practical session.

1.2.3 Machine needles
Read the section about machine needles on pp60–62 in the prescribed textbook, and pay
special attention to Box 3: Parts of the machine needle, and Box 4: Needle selection.
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Universal
These needles are used on most fabrics, including woven and knitted fabrics.

Microtex or sharp needle
This type of needle has a sharp point for perfectly straight stitches. It is used for silk and
microfibre fabrics.

Ball point
This type of needle has a medium ball point and is used on cotton knits, interlock, and
fleece.

Stretch
Specially constructed to prevent skipped stitches, this needle is used on synthetic suedes
and on highly elastic synthetic knitwear containing Lycra.

Jeans or Denim
This is a needle for denim and other densely woven fabrics.

Leather
This needle has a slight cutting point or wedge-shaped point for use on leather and
imitation leather.

Quilting
The point is specially tapered to prevent damage to the sensitive, expensive fabrics used in
quilting.

Embroidery
Used for machine embroidery with metallic or decorative thread, this needle has a large
eye for easy threading, and a large groove to prevent damage to the delicate threads used
for machine embroidery.

Double/Twin and Triple needles
Constructed with two or three needles on a crossbar from a single shaft, this type of
needle is used for pin tucking, decorative stitches and hemming T-shirts.

Wing needles
The wing needle produces small, decorative holes when hemming fabrics.

1.2.4 Stitch tension
For illustrations and more explanations on stitch tension, refer to Figures 12–16 on page
66 in the prescribed textbook.

Before sewing your project, you should always first test the quality and tension of the
stitches on a double layer of a scrap your fabric. Examine the stitches and adjust the
tension where necessary.
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Stitch tension is discussed further on pp65– 67 in the prescribed textbook. The upper
tension dial on an industrial lockstitch machine is not numbered. To loosen the tension,
turn the dial counter-clockwise and to tighten the tension, turn the dial clockwise.

1.2.5 Using the sewing machine
Rules when using a sewing machine:

● Sit in such a way that you are opposite the needle of the machine.
● The table and chair should be the correct height. When a machine is placed on top of a

table the actual sewing surface may be too high.
● Ensure that there is sufficient work surface to the left of the machine for the fabric to

rest on. It should not be necessary to support the weight of the fabric with your hands
because the machine is too high or because there is too little work space.

● Also remember that you cannot work if there is insufficient light.
● Remember to hold both threads to the back when you start to sew.
● Make sure that the needle and the take-up lever are in the highest position when you

stop sewing, before cutting the thread. Some modern machines will automatically stop
with the take-up lever in the highest position.

● Do not sew if there is no fabric under the presser foot.

1.3 THE OVERLOCKER/OVEREDGE MACHINE/SERGER

1.3.1 Background
The overlocker has been used in the manufacturing industry for a number of years, but has
only been readily available to the home sewer since about 1984. The overlock or the
overedge machine (called a serger in the USA and sometimes referred to as such in
commercial paper patterns) has revolutionised home sewing.

The overlocker stitches, trims and overcasts in one step, at almost twice the speed of an
ordinary sewing machine. Whereas an ordinary sewing machine sews 700 to 1 000 stitches
per minute, the overlocker sews up to 1 700 stitches per minute. The appearance of the
stitching is the same as that used by ready-to-wear manufacturers and provides a
professional finish to the garment. Although the overlocker speeds up the sewing process,
and gives a beautiful finish to your work, it cannot replace a normal sewing machine.

1.3.2 Ways in which an overlocker differs from a normal sewing
machine
● An overlocker has blades that cut a strip of fabric from the seam allowances before it

overcasts the edge.
● An overlocker does not have a bobbin. Two loopers take the place of the bobbin, and

the spools of looper thread are placed at the top and the back of the machine.
● Overlockers use three to five spools of thread at the same time. Some overlockers op-

erate with only two threads.
● Unlike a normal sewing machine, an overlocker cannot sew a traditional lockstitch and

therefore cannot take the place of your conventional sewing machine. Some of the
five-thread overlockers can be set to sew only a straight two-thread chain-stitch.

● It is not necessary to lift the pressure foot when starting or ending your sewing on an
overlocker. Usually, the pressure foot may remain in a lowered position.

● An overlocker will not jam when you sew without fabric under the foot, as will a nor-
mal sewing machine.
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Read Box 1: Differences between Overedge and Lockstich Machines, on p81 in the prescribed
textbook for more differences.

1.3.3 Parts of an overlocker
Read pp82–88 in the prescribed textbook and pay special attention to Box 2: Machine
Terminology: Overedge Machine. The parts of the overlocker and their functions are
defined here.

1.3.4 Types of overlockers
The following three basic types of overlockers are currently available in South Africa:

● TThhrreeee--tthhrreeaadd mmaacchhiinnee:: This machine trims and sews a three-thread overlock stitch,
which is considered the most versatile of the overlock stitches. It can be used on knits
and woven fabrics, and to create decorative effects such as rolled hems. For children’s
wear or for any garment that will be subjected to hard wearing, seams should first be
reinforced with a conventional seam.

● FFoouurr--tthhrreeaadd mmaacchhiinnee:: This machine stitches a four-thread or three-thread overlock
stitch, depending on whether you use one or two needles.

● FFiivvee--tthhrreeaadd mmaacchhiinnee:: This machine combines a three-thread overlock stitch with a dou-
ble chain-stitch to produce a very sturdy seam suitable for wovens. The chain-stitch
and the three-thread overlock stitch can be produced separately. Some five-thread ma-
chines can produce a four-thread overlock stitch if the needle position is changed.
These machines are therefore the most versatile ones available.

1.3.5 Rules for using an overlocker
Remember the following when using an overlocker:
● An overlocker cannot replace a conventional sewing machine. It only sews on the edge

of a piece of fabric; if there is no cut edge at the seam it will cut and overlock an edge.
● As the overlocker automatically trims a seam, the results must be regarded as final.
● Make sure that the seam is stitched in the correct position. Garments can be made

smaller after stitching, but seams cannot be let out to enlarge the garment.
● An overlocker uses far more thread than an ordinary sewing machine. Buy thread in 1

000-metre or 1 500-metre cones or tubes. The bulked nylon threads and thin, semi-
transparent threads create fewer tension problems than cotton threads. Both of these
threads are, however, extremely heat-sensitive and melt if a natural fibre fabric is
pressed. Use them only on man-made non-cellulosic fabrics!

● Clean and oil your overlocker frequently. During sewing, a great amount of lint or fluff
is created.

● Needles need to be replaced frequently. Experts recommend that needles be replaced
after eight hours of actual sewing time.

● Do not sew over pins as this can ruin the cutting blades.
● Make sure that the blades are sharp so that they do not “chew” the fabric. Replace the

blades or have them sharpened once a year. However, if you do a lot of sewing, this will
have to be done more frequently.

1.3.6 Other industrial machines
Read pp88–96 in the prescribed textbook.
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a. Safety-stitch and mock safety-stitch machines
The machine sews a combination overedge and straight stitch (stitch classification:516)
simultaneously. It is widely used at all price points except high end because it is very
economical for joining and finishing seams.

The mock safety stitch (512) machine is a four-thread overlock machine with two needles
and two loopers. This stitch is more elastic and is well suited for knits and stretch woven
materials.

The difference between the safety-stitch and the mock safety-stitch is clear when the work
is turned wrong side up.

b. The Blindstitch machine
Note the different names for this machine. It is a chainstitch machine most frequently
used for single-fold hems.

In addition to the seams mentioned above, the latest top-of-the-range machines can also
sew a flat lock seam, and a cover stitch hem. This is the type of hem often seen in T-shirts.
The raw seam allowance on the wrong side is covered with an overlock-type stitch, but on
the right side of the garment two parallel lines of straight stitching can be seen.

ACTIVITY 1.1
1.1.1 Copy or photocopy the following table, complete and insert it into the first section of

your portfolio – Unit 1: Equipment.

Identify the following equipment and supply the function of each:

Equipment Name Function/Purpose
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1.1.2 Identify the following machine needles:

1. This needle makes small decorative holes and is used in hemming tableware.
2. This needle has a cutting or wedge-shaped point.
3. This is the needle used on most woven fabrics.
4. This needle is used on silk or microfibre fabrics.
5. This needle is used on coarse knitwear.
6. This needle is used on highly elastic knitted fabrics.
7. This needle is used for pin tucking and hemming T-shirts.
8. This needle is used for thick, densely woven fabrics such as denim.

1.1.3 Give reasons why a machine might not stitch.
1.1.4 List six reasons that would make it necessary to change a machine needle.
1.1.5 Explain how you would recognise balanced or correct lockstitch tension.
1.1.6 Describe the differences between an overlocker and a lockstitch machine.
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