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Quilting patterns are based on the use of a scant 1/4” seam. Coming from an 
apparel sewing background, where 5/8” is the standard, with an occasional use 
of the 3/8” seam, moving to a 1/4” seam was a dramatic change. And then I 
learned that what I really should be shooting for was a scant 1/4” seam.

Any new quilter who is trying to follow even a basic pattern like a triple rail, 
knows that while it sounds simple, keeping a consistent seam width is 
challenging. And if you fail, by even a 1/16”, your blocks will never square to the 
size noted on the pattern you are attempting. The more pieces in your block, the
more your tiny inconsistencies in seam start to compound, resulting in a block, 
and a quilt that is not the size you anticipated.

I decided to look into the scant 1/4” seam history and see what quilt educators 
have to teach us on the subject.

The Scant 1/4” Seam Deconstructed
What is the difference between a 1/4” and scant 1/4” seam?

• Approximately three thread widths, although some educators will say one 
thread, two or even three thread widths. Look at your fabric closely, 
zeroing in on the individual threads. 

• https://the-littlest-thistle.com/2018/04/what-is-a-scant-1-4-seam-quilt-making-basics.html  . 
Katy Cameron explains the dilemma well in her blog. “When two pieces 
are sewn together, in order to get the block/quilt to lie flat, both pieces 
must be folded away from the stitching line regardless of whether you 
choose to press your seams open or to the side. The stitching line will 
always take up a thread’s width on each piece. 

• Here is the core of the problem, the stitching line takes up a small 
increment of space which must be accounted for in exact measurements 

such as piecing. The scant 1/4” seam accommodates for the 
spaced used by the pressed stitching line.

Why do we Care?
It would be lovely to completely ignore the whole scant 1/4” seam issue but 
there are a couple reasons that you may care.

• Failure to use a scant 1/4” seam can result in lost points on half square 
triangles and other piecing utilizing triangular shapes. If you have ever 
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wondered why your points disappear, blame the scant 1/4” seam. 
• Precise piecing patterns with intricate designs may experience design 

slippage if seam widths are inconsistent with the pattern.
• Seam matching may be difficult with an inconsistent seam width.
• I have noticed that a consistent seam width will produce points.

How do You Get a 1/4” Scant Seam?
Manufacturers of sewing machines have been making 1/4” seam feet, 
sometimes called patchwork feet, for many decades. Some have a guide along 
the side of the foot and some do not. I have used both and prefer a piecing foot 
with a guide, but I am testament to the fact that its use does not guarantee the 
elusive scant 1/4” seam. It is also apparent from looking at blogs and internet 
searches that manufacturers 1/4” foot can vary by enough to throw off your 
seam width. 

• Quilt pros have developed special tools to help find the perfect scant 1/4”
measurement. I have not tried any of them, but there are plenty available.

• The simplest, and perhaps best way is to make a measurement on your 
own machine. Quilting Hub has an excellent explanation of how to do this 
measurement and refers to it as an “accurate” 1/4” seam, rather than 
“scant 1/4” (which has no precise mathematical meaning). 
https://www.quiltinghub.com/Articles/ArticleID/161.

• Quilters sometimes use tape on their machines to mark the perfect 1/4” 
width from their needle. The Spruce Craft blog illustrates this technique 
well at  https://www.thesprucecrafts.com/quarter-inch-seam-allowance-for-
quilts-2821362 .

• Using your piecing or 1/4” foot, sew what you consider to be your best 1/4”
seam and measure. Is it right ON the 1/4” measurement line on your ruler?
Or is it just inside the 1/4” mark, but not closing in on the 1/8” mark? You 
are looking for a seam that falls just inside the 1/4” mark.

• Using a single stitch hole plate, if available, for your machine can help 
with seam accuracy. (The wider hole plate that is so helpful for zigzag, 
button holes and deco stitches can cause a narrow seam to drag down 
towards the bobbin area.)

What’s a Quilter to Do?
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• If you love piecing and especially if you love intricately pieced quilts, you 
will need to experiment to find your own “scant/accurate 1/4” seam”.

• By moving your needle position one tick to the right, you may be able to 
get the scant 1/4” seam with your 1/4” foot, but test this out carefully 
before hand to avoid breaking needles.

• Whole cloth quilters do their Free Motion Quilting on a solid piece of 
clothing, with no stress over seam widths.

• Applique work often does not rely on the scant 1/4” seam.
• Take care to use the same width and color thread for your piecing for ALL 

the blocks within a single pattern. A 40 wt thread, which is slightly thicker, 
will produce a different size seam when stitched and press than a 50 wt 
thread which is the most common piecing thread. Different colors, 
especially dark dyes, can change the thickness of your threads slightly!! 
Bobbin threads should also be consistent throughout a pieced pattern. 

Experimentation with Threads and Feet
 I asked a friend that does not piece to try sewing with the 1/4” foot. Since she 
does not piece, she has no preference or bias in the matter. The sample shows 
stitching her Janome using Sulky and using cotton thread. You can see the 
thicker thread of the cotton on the bottom. Her stitching measured an exact 1/4”.
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I tried the same experiment and found that my Bernina piecing foot #57 with 
guide consistently sewed a full 1/4” seam
with 50 wt thread.

Aurifil 50 wt resulted in a full 1/4” 
seam.

Gutterman 50 wt also resulted in a full
1/4” seam.

This is 60 wt Bottom Line and we are
very close to a scant 1/4” seam!
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Next I tried changing needle position. My Bernina has 9 needle positions. The 
first photo shows my needle position screen.

For this test, I moved the needle postion
one tick to the right.

Be careful! Make sure your needle will still
clear the the stitching slot in your foot.

It did.
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This did the trick! By moving my needle position one notch to the right, the 
needle still fit through the stitching slot without hitting the foot and accomplished 
the scant 1/4” seam while using standard 50 wt thread!

Conclusions

Your piecing foot is unlikely to achieve your scant seam unless you use 60 wt 
thread or move your needle position slightly.

I am not enthralled with the scant 1/4” seam, and prefer the full 1/4” seam that I 
get from my guided piecing foot. Have you ever had to rip out a small section 
and find your seam allowance fraying? Or used a fabric that wants to shred 
when the seam allowance is tight? I have. 
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My personal solution is to make sure that I use a consistent seam allowance 
which many quilters would find a thread or two wide of the scant seam. Borders 
can easily be widened to accommodate any difference in block size from the 
pattern size, as long as your blocks are square and all measure to the same 
size. 

Consistency is the key, learn to cut using the same visual marker (on the 
measurement line or just to one side of measurement line. Those of us with less 
than perfect vision can have issues trying to cut with the fabric edge right ON 
the measurement lines. Practice using your stitching foot of choice to get 
consistent seam width.

Experiment with the best 1/4” seam allowance, be it scant, full or generous, for 
your comfort zone, your machine, your piecing foot, your favorite thread and 
your vision and then use it consistently for crisp points, matching seams and 
pattern integrity.
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