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October 23, 2017 by Michelle  
While this post might seem like review for some of our readers, we still see quite a few questions about printing and troubleshooting PDF patterns in the CSC Community Facebook group. In particular, to beginning or returning sewists who may have only worked with printed patterns in the past, PDF patterns can seem somewhat intimidating at first glance. In this post, we’ll demystify the process of printing your PDF patterns at home or on a standard office printer so that you can hopefully be a confident PDF pattern user!

Configure your printer settings

Probably the most common issue that I see online when people struggle with printing PDF patterns is getting their printer settings correct. The two main settings that you need to worry about are Scaling and Paper size. If you set this correctly, you should have no major issues with your printout.

For the examples in this post, I will be using Adobe Acrobat Reader, the popular free PDF viewing application. If you are not using Acrobat Reader, your PDF viewing software should still have mostly similar options to the ones discussed here.

Scaling

When you open a PDF pattern in your PDF viewing software and click Print, a Print options window will open. This window enables you to change options like scaling and page size. Choosing an incorrect option for page scaling is the most common cause that I’ve seen for PDF printing issues.

Often, the default setting for Scaling (or Page Scale) is set to “Fit” or “Actual Size”. However, for your pattern to print correctly, always choose Custom Scale: 100% or No Scaling (depending on your software). If you do not choose 100% Scale  or No Scaling, your pattern will print out at the wrong size, and your garment likely will not fit correctly.


Printer settings for PDF patterns


Paper size

Most pattern companies offer their PDF patterns in 2-3 different paper sizes:

	Letter format: 8″ x 11″ paper size used in North America.
	A4 format: 21.0 x 29.7cm (8.27″ x 11.69″) paper size used in the rest of the world outside of North America.
	A0 (copyshop) format: Large-format printout that needs to be sent to an engineering plotter or outsourced to a copy shop. Not all pattern companies offer this format, although it’s becoming a  more popular printing option. (Note that occasionally, you’ll find a company that offers a “continuous roll” copyshop version instead of the A0 page size; however, this option seems to be a lot less common than the A0 format.)


For printing at home or on a standard office printer, normally your printer will choose the correct paper size for you by default. However, if you are offered an option, choose Letter format if you’re in North America or A4 format if you’re not in North America.

Layers (Optional)

You might occasionally run into a PDF pattern that includes the “layers” feature for printing. Layers allow you to print only the size(s) that you need from a multi-sized pattern. For example, if you only need sizes 18-20 in a multi-sized pattern, you can select only the “layers” for those sizes, which means that only those pattern lines will show up in your printout. The lines for the smaller and larger sizes won’t show, which gives you a much less cluttered pattern to work with.

For example, here’s the page containing the bust dart for the Liesl & Co. Classic Shirt pattern, which includes sizes 0-20:


Liesl & co. Classic Shirt – bust dart (all sizes)


Now, let’s remove all of the layers except for the size 18 and size 20:


Liesl & co. Classic shirt – sizes 18 and 20


With only the sizes you need, you’ve got a much cleaner pattern to work from, especially when trying to transfer markings or follow a line through a curved section, such as an armscye or sleeve cap.

To choose which layers to print:

	In Adobe Acrobat Reader, open your PDF file and look at the icons at the left of the screen. If your pattern has the Layers feature, you’ll see an icon that looks like the following image:


Layers icon


	Click the Layers icon to view the Layers panel towards the left of your screen.By default, when you first open the file, all of the layers will be visible, as indicated by the small “eye” icon next to each layer:


Layers panel


	Click the “eye” icon to unselect any layers that you don’t want to print:


Unselect the “eye” icon for layers that you do not want to print.


	Configure any other printer settings, and submit the print job to your printer.


Assemble the printout

Now that you’ve got your printout, you simply need to verify the size of the “test square”, assemble your printout, and then you’re pretty much good to go.

Check the test square

No matter who the pattern company is, every PDF pattern includes a “Test” square as part of the printout. Use the Test square to verify that the paper print out that you’ll be working with printed at the correct (100%) scale.

Typically, the Test square is located somewhere on the first printed pattern page and can measure anywhere from 1″-4″ on each side, depending on the pattern company. The following image shows an example of a typical Test Square:


Test Square on printout


With a ruler, measure the test square and make sure that each side is exactly as long as expected. If the sizing of your test square is off, you’ll need to re-print your pattern with the correct scaling, otherwise your garment sizing will be off.

Tape or glue the pages together

Once you’ve verified that your pages printed out at the correct scale, you can assemble the pattern. Depending on the pattern company, you’ll commonly see two possible formats for page assembly:

	Pattern pages with a trimmable border (most common)
	No-trim pattern pages


Assembling pattern pages with a trimmable border

Most PDF patterns come with a trimmable border. The border has nothing printed on it and exists to account for the fact that different printers will leave different amounts of whitespace that can’t be printed on, so that you don’t experience a “gap” in printing from one page to the next. You won’t see this blank border in your PDF viewer, but it will be visible on your paper printout.

To work with these patterns, trim off either 2 or 4 of the borders, depending on your preference. I, personally, always trim off the top and left borders, then overlay the cut pieces onto the adjacent right/bottom borders and tape them into place. You can also use a glue stick to secure the overlap. If you prefer to get rid of the overlap, trim all 4 borders, simply butt the printed pages up next to each other, and tape into place.

Note that most PDF patterns will have some sort of graphic/labeling combination to help you order and align your printed pages correctly when assembling them.

Assembling no-trim pattern pages

A bit less common than trimmable pages, but becoming more popular are patterns printed with a “no-trim” format. This format has a border that’s visible in your PDF viewer and sets a firm whitespace “border” on two edges of each piece of paper:


No trim printed borders


The other two edges of the printout will print as close to the edge as a printer allows, and you’ll overlap this part over to butt the page edge with the printed border. You can then glue or tape your pages into place.

Final thoughts

If you’ve been intimidated by or simply had issues printing PDF patterns in the past, hopefully, this post helped de-mistify them a bit for you. PDF patterns are great for instant gratification or retaining access to your master pattern if you’re like me and hate tracing patterns.

We’ll take this series one step further in a few weeks and talk about the “copy shop” option that more and more patterns are starting to provide. The copy shop option allows you to print to a large format sheet of paper, thus bypassing the assembly step.

If you still have questions about printing PDF patterns, let us know in the comments, and we’ll try to answer them as best as we can!
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About Michelle
I live in Seattle with my husband, 7-year-old daughter, two cats, and two dogs.  I work as a technical writer for a large tech company.

As an adult, I've worn every RTW size from a 10 to a 20, always with a larger size on top. I've been sewing since 2007 and love being able to make things that I actually enjoy wearing, rather than being confined to "Well, I guess it fits" from RTW.  Michelle used to blog at:  Happily Caffeinated but is currently more active on Instagram: @happily_caffeinated.
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Billie says			


			November 10, 2017 at 11:45 am
		

		
			
			I like to save paper by only printing the page with the test square. Once I’ve verified that it’s the correct size, then I go ahead & print the rest of the pattern.

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Eliza Harper says			


			November 4, 2017 at 7:11 pm
		

		
			
			I don’t understand why choosing Actual size is not correct.  Can you please explain the difference between 100% and actual size?

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Engineering Institute says			


			November 3, 2017 at 1:08 am
		

		
			
			I don’t care for printer paper as it is crisp and hard. Plus the tape or glue gives out long term. The up side of this approach is I only need to lightly tape the pages together..I don’t have a Moto jacket pattern in my stash, and yes, this one suit me to a tee!! This was a great line up and there were a couple of patterns I was on the fence for but now I think this pushed me to order them. http://www.bci.edu.bd/

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Ilna says			


			November 2, 2017 at 10:23 am
		

		
			
			Thank you for this post. I wish I had similar info when I printed my first PDF pattern. I love PDF patterns because it means I have access to patterns which are not available in my country and PDFs of the big companies are also often cheaper than the paper copies AND available in my size, which the shops don’t always carry.
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			November 2, 2017 at 10:23 am
		

		
			
			Thank you for this post. I wish I had similar info when I printed my first PDF pattern. I love PDF patterns because it means I have access to patterns which are not available in my country and PDFs of the big companies are also often cheaper than the paper copies AND available in my size, which th shops don’t always carry.

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
MrsC (Maryanne) says			


			October 28, 2017 at 3:36 am
		

		
			
			Awesome sauce! I would add another step though – tracing off the pattern onto tissue or the frost cloth/lightweight interfacing type fabric for use. I don’t care for printer paper as it is crisp and hard. Plus the tape or glue gives out long term. The up side of this approach is I only need to lightly tape the pages together. And you can trace off different sizes, handy for growing kids, selfless sewing etc.

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Robin says			


			October 27, 2017 at 5:31 pm
		

		
			
			Thanks, this explanation is very straightforward. I have to confess though, I stubbornly refuse to invest in PDF patterns. I just enjoy the printed patterns too much and still find the taping business and cost of toner/paper super annoying. Also, storage is awkward. Maybe you can address in future articles on PDF patterns some tips on what kind of paper to use, storage ideas, etc. that would help me to get over these hurdles??

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Fran Banks says			


			October 25, 2017 at 8:38 am
		

		
			
			Thanks so much.  I have bought several PDF patterns that I’ve been afraid to try.  Now I feel more confident in using a PDF pattern.  I’ll try one of the easier ones.

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Angela Dent says			


			October 24, 2017 at 3:44 am
		

		
			
			I can not thank you enough for this post. It has really explained all those difficulties that were making PDF patterns a no no for me. I will definitely try this out now. Thanks.

		


		
		
	
		
	

		
		
			
				
Michelle says			


			October 24, 2017 at 12:49 pm
		

		
			
			You’re welcome!  And good luck with your next attempt at PDF patterns!

		


		
		
	
	



	
	

		
		
			
				
Judy Cinerari says			


			October 24, 2017 at 12:43 am
		

		
			
			Thank you so much for this post. As a 56 year old, I am just returning to sewing for my granddaughter. I’m totally intimidated by PDF patterns but I really want to support all the fabulous independent designers out there. I will definitely give it a go now.

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Pam says			


			October 23, 2017 at 1:06 pm
		

		
			
			Like Ann Marks stated “thank-you so much for this article!” What a God-send. Looking forward to the next article on copy shop printing. Again, thank you

		


		
		
	
		
	

		
		
			
				
Michelle says			


			October 24, 2017 at 12:56 pm
		

		
			
			Thanks!  The “copy shop printing” post idea actually came first, but based on what we’d seen on Facebook, the editor group thought that it might be a good idea to write up the basics, first, since some people still struggle with those or are still new to PDF patterns.  

I will say that discovering copy shop printing changed my PDF life!

		


		
		
	
	



	
	

		
		
			
				
Linda Hutchings says			


			October 23, 2017 at 10:53 am
		

		
			
			Thanks for this handy guide, especially the part about the “layers” — that is a new option for me.   The one thing I would do differently than this guide is that I would  definitely have printed out that one page with the square, to measure it for accuracy, before I printed out the whole pattern.

		


		
		
	
	
	
	

		
		
			
				
Ann Marks says			


			October 23, 2017 at 10:47 am
		

		
			
			thank you SO much….I have been struggling with this procedure  !!
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