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How To Use This Book


This book is not a traditional how-to book but rather an inspirational guide. Inside are 15 different projects, each approaching panels in a new manner, that you should use as a springboard for your inspiration. The panels I used may be hard to find by the time this book reaches your hands. Instead, I want you to look at what I have created and incorporate these techniques using panels you have or find. By walking step by step through how I created each design, you can apply the approach to your own panel journey. I’ve also included more ideas shared by popular fabric manufacturers, featuring some of their most recently released panels. Included are QR codes and websites for you to download instruction sheets if available.


I gravitate toward panels because, to me, they have a big impact. For years, I would buy them, bring them home, and have no idea where to go from there. Unlike fabric yardage or even precuts, panels aren’t manufactured in standard sizes. I rarely find a pattern designed for ones I purchase on impulse, so they just end up in my fabric stash. I poured over the internet, Pinterest, and fabric company websites, looking for patterns and inspiration. Then I then challenged myself to come up with different ways and techniques to design with them, and here we are.


Quilting is the perfect marriage of art and math. Panels are no different; you need art to come up with the best way to enhance the panel and math to achieve it. Often for the math to come out correct when using a panel, I add cheater strips so that my panel coincides with the dimension of my patchwork blocks, but I also look at what can be taken away to make the math work. In the following projects, I have incorporated both adding and fussy cutting.


Panels can be a lot of fun and the possibilities are endless! The best part about quilt making is the story behind them and what prompted us to make them. After all, the best part of any quilt meeting is the Show and Tell: show me your quilt, and tell me the meaning behind it. Go make these ideas your own and incorporate them into your own projects. Again, you may not be able to find these exact panels by the time this book reaches you, but I bet you have panels or will encounter panels that work beautifully for the quilt layouts in this book. I can’t wait to see how you incorporate panels into your projects. See you on Instagram @shannonarnstein.
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About Panels


Panels are a great way to make a fast project and are available for every holiday, style, and color. Panels can be a bit tricky because they do not come in standard sizes. However, there are many techniques that can be used to make these panels work for you. I will cover types of panels, how to coordinate fabrics, and a multitude of ways to use them in projects.


Cheater Quilts vs. Cheater Strips


In the past—and some in the industry still view them as such—panel quilts were considered “cheater” quilts. A good deal of real estate is taken up by the preprinted panel, meaning less actual patchwork, if any, is involved. They were initially marketed as a truly easy way to whip up a quick gift, stick on a few borders for good measure, then add batting, add backing, quilt, and bind. That still is the easiest thing to do with a panel since there is no standard panel size in the industry.


Personally, I think of “cheater quilts” as panels printed with actual patchwork designs on them; those that mimic pieced quilts on which the quilter can add stich-in-the-ditch elements (following the printed lines), practice quilt stitches, or just layer, back, and bind so they can skip any actual piecing. For the creatively driven, however, this is a rather ho-hum approach and a bit unsatisfactory. Today, patchwork lovers are challenging themselves to lend more design interest to the beautiful panels that fabric manufacturers release each season. We’re now looking at panels through the patchwork-lovers eye, adding pieced blocks and other elements that offer much-needed design interest achievable by all quilting skill levels.


The key is to not limit yourself to how the panel comes from the manufacturer. Some are sized exactly to your needs, but others can be trimmed or paired with additional strips, and here is where I do use the term “cheater” in my instructions. I use what I call “cheater” strips in many of my designs to change the original panel dimensions to the size I need to make my math work. For example, if I’m designing with 5 ½″ (14cm) unfinished patchwork blocks, I need my panel to be divisible by 5 ½″ (14cm). The addition of cheater strips can turn any panel into the size you need it to be.
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This panel mimics the patchwork design of a pieced quilt. While this type of panel saves time, I prefer panels that display artwork, which would be difficult or impossible to recreate through piecing.
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Adding “cheater strips” to a panel is a perfect way to adjust the size for the quilt design you have in mind.





Panel Types and Sizes


Panels are available in all sorts of shapes and sizes from many different fabric manufacturers—Riley Blake Designs, Moda Fabrics, FreeSpirit Fabrics, Timeless Treasures Fabrics, Benartex, and more—as well as from custom digital printing companies. Probably the most recognized is Spoonflower, but there are several resources on Etsy. Large, single panels with one strong image, generally anywhere from 24″–58″ (61–147cm) wide, are the most common. Each season there are more designs available, ranging from fine artworks to charming holiday themes.
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Instructions and materials generally come with the project panel, which is good for beginners or a quick project.


This project panel makes it easy to create stuffed dinosaur toys by providing the design for both sides, cut lines, and instructions.
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This multiple-panel set came with six fabric panels. I used the one on the far right for the Little Red Wall Hanging and the rest for the Little Red Quilt.





Multi-panels are becoming more and more popular as they are sold in several coordinating images per cut, sometimes in equal-size blocks but just as commonly in multiple sizes, which are then cut apart and worked into various quilting projects from placemats and table runners to wall art and bed-size quilts.


Also falling under the definition of panels are project panels. You can find ready-printed stuffed animal, toy, and doll panels; face masks; bag panels; soft book and game panels; Christmas stocking panels; and more. Project panels have all the pieces with sewing instructions printed on the fabric. I won’t touch on these in this book, as generally people make these projects just as they’re presented. Here, I’m interested in taking panels and making them my own.


In this book, you will look at single panels, panels that are paired in large and small, and a group of panels that are identical in size. For example, Oh, Holy Night was a single large panel. In Little Red Quilt, the panels came as a set that I used for two different projects. Little Red Quilt uses one large rectangle and the four small rectangles. The remaining large rectangle I used for Little Red Wall Hanging. In the quilt Sunny Days Ahead, the panels were sold in a set that included large and small panels. The panels for She Who Sews were sold in a set of 12 identical-size panel blocks. Sweet Valentine was a set of 15 identical-size panels; I used five of the panels and added coordinating blocks for a quick table runner.
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