
Chapter 1

Gathering What You Need
In This Chapter
� Gathering the tools you need

� Selecting the best paint for your job

� Figuring out how much paint you need

You’ll save time and energy if you assemble the essential tools for your paint
project before you crack open a paint can. Nothing’s worse than leaving a

partially wet wall, for instance, to get a tool you forgot. That’s especially true if
you’re using latex paint (formulated to dry quickly and often within an hour)
because when you get back, you won’t be able to blend your next brush strokes
with the dry paint, and those transitions will be obvious when you finish the job. 
To ensure that you don’t find yourself in that position, make a list of everything 
you need — tools, paint products, cleanup supplies, and so on — and gather it all
before you begin.

This chapter makes the task easy by listing and describing tools for safety and for
prepping and repairing your project. We also tell you what to think about when
selecting sealer, primer, and paint, including information on basic painting tools,
such as brushes, rollers, and roller covers, and specialized tools for decorative paint
finishes. In addition, you can find items to help make cleanup much more simple.

Assembling a Painter’s Toolbox
A carpenter wouldn’t start a job without having a saw, hammer, level, and other
tools on hand. Likewise, you can eliminate frustration and delays while you’re work-
ing if you assemble the right stuff ahead of time. These sections list all the tools and
supplies you’ll need, whether your paint project is simple or complex. And while
you’re making that list in preparation for the shopping trip, think about what you
already have at home or what you have access to — at your parents’ and friends’
houses, for example.

Consider which items will likely serve you time and time again, such as putty knives,
levels, stud finders, paintbrushes, and rollers, to name a few. It makes sense to look
for quality when you’re buying those multi-use tools. Quality doesn’t necessarily
mean paying top dollar either. Home improvement stores stock quality tools and sell
them at a range of moderate prices. Your best bet is to buy the best one that you can
afford.
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Tools for prep and repairs
Improvising and doing your project with items you have around the house may be
possible. But tools designed for the task make the job easier and more time efficient.
You can find the items you need for prep and repair work at hardware stores, home
improvement centers, and discount stores, mostly for a relatively low cost. You may
want to consider borrowing or renting more expensive items, such as a wallboard
saw and wallboard screw gun.

The following tools come in handy when you’re ready to prep your room prior to
painting:

� Chemical stripper: This product removes old, damaged paint.

� Denatured alcohol: Use this product to clean up oil-based paint.

� Electronic level: Use this level to help you find plumb lines when you’re
painting stripes on a wall or straightening pictures.
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Ladder safety
The best, sturdiest ladders will send you
tumbling to the ground if you don’t follow
these basic safety precautions when you’re
using one:

� Never, ever lean out to the side or try to
brush some paint on a spot you missed
that’s just out of reach.

� Don’t climb up onto the top rung or step.
The top rungs are meant for handholds,
not feet.

� If the ladder feels unstable, have a
buddy hold it steady for you.

� Never step on the drop-down shelf on
stepladders; the shelf is designed for
holding paint buckets and tools, not
people.

Scaffolding: Buy, rent, or make your own

When you’re painting a ceiling or doing faux
finishes, scaffolding is great. With a scaffold,
you can move around much more easily
because you don’t have to climb up and
down a ladder to move it a foot or two. You
don’t have to worry about falling off a step
or constantly moving tools or paint supplies
on and off the drop-down shelf. You can
build scaffolding by placing a 12-inch wide
plank on two sawhorses or stepladders (just
be sure to allow enough overhang on each

side as a precaution to keep the plank in
place). Or you can buy a scaffold that has
hinges and folds up on itself for easy stor-
age. If you don’t think you’ll use the scaffold
often enough to justify the expense, con-
sider borrowing or renting one. Most hard-
ware and home improvement stores have
all kinds of rental equipment available for
do-it-yourselfers working on home improve-
ment projects.
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� Steel wool pads: Like sandpaper, this tool also works to smooth a surface.
Because steel wool has a variety of uses, such as cleaning a grill, keep a
supply on hand. (Figure 1-4 shows you an example of steel wool pads.)

� Tack cloth: This tool wipes up dust without scattering it and removes other
residue when you’re done with a project. (Refer to Figure 1-4 for an example.)

� Trim shellac or sealer: Use these materials to keep wood stains from bleed-
ing through new paint.

� Wood filler: This filler is handy for patching holes and imperfections.

Tools for basic painting
A brush is a brush, and a roller is a roller, right? Not quite. Paintbrushes come in var-
ious sizes and shapes, and with different handles. You also have to decide what kind
of bristles you want and at what cost. Roller cages (the skeletal frame that includes
the handle and “ribs” that rotate) and their covers come in several lengths. You have
to select the length of the nap on covers and what it’s made of. You find helpful infor-
mation about selecting the right tool for your project on the packaging, and you can
ask a salesperson for help. And check out the overviews of paintbrushes and rollers
in this chapter.

You can choose the size of a brush and its shape, such as tapered or flat-bottomed,
according to the job it’s designed for. The smaller brushes, called trim or sash
brushes, come in 1- to 3-inch widths. They’re intended for use in small, tight spaces,
and if the bristles are tapered, you can expect them to get into corners and grooves
much more easily than a flat-bottomed brush of the same size. Likewise, wider
brushes (called paint or wall brushes) come in 3- to 5-inch widths and are designed
for painting large flat surfaces. As you increase the width of the brush, you compro-
mise control and precision. Handles are made of wood or plastic and have different
shapes. Get a handle that feels comfortable in your hand. If you’re using latex paint,
select a brush that has synthetic bristles. Listed here are some of your choices (see
Figure 1-5 for examples):

� 1-inch angled sash brush: Choose one with a stubby handle to paint edges
and trim. They’re also available with flat ends and longer handles.

� 2-inch angled sash brush: This brush is used for cutting in corners and
edges, and painting narrow window sashes and sills.

� 3-inch flat bristle sash brush: We recommend the regular handle; use it for
wide trim and sashes.

� 3-inch wall brush: Use this one for floors, walls, and ceilings.

� Small chip brush: Use this brush to get paint into tight corners and spaces.
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Selecting the best sealing and priming products
Sometimes sealing and priming isn’t an
either-or choice; your project may require
both coats. People often use sealer and
primer interchangeably, but they don’t do
the same job. Go to a paint specialist and
explain what you want to do and any prob-
lems you have with the surface. Ask 
for advice and a low cost solution. In the
meantime, here’s the essential information
about sealers, primers, and sealer/primer
combinations.

Sealers keep stains, smoke, and soot on
previously painted walls from bleeding
through freshly applied paint. They seal the
surface of soft and hard wood trim, hiding
knot holes and stains. They also prevent tex-
tured ceilings from soaking up too much
paint. Sealers are formulated for many dif-
ferent surfaces and to handle specific prob-
lems, so you have to find the right one.
Prices vary depending on the formula. 
You may be able to opt for a combination
sealer/primer, as we explain later in this
sidebar.

It takes two coats of paint to make your
walls look best. Use a primer as the first
coat. Primers coat surfaces — walls, wood-
work, trim, ceilings — so that the finish
coats of paint adhere to the surfaces. They
enhance the paint by providing a toothy sur-
face that paint can stick to, helping to ensure
even and smooth finish-coat coverage.
Previously painted walls can act as a primer,
but don’t rely on the old paint if it’s marred
or if it’s glossy paint and you want to use a

latex eggshell or flat finish. On unpainted
walls — plaster, Sheetrock (also called dry-
wall), wood — the first coat soaks in and the
second coat gives the wall the richness it
deserves in the color you expect. You can do
the wall twice in the finish coat, but that
entails needless expense since finish paint
costs more than primer. So use a primer for
the first coat, and then paint over it with one
coat of quality finish paint.

Even if you’re working on a previously
painted surface, you may need to prime,
especially if bright or dark colors (think
bright reds, black, and some shades of
green) have been used. Primers can be
tinted to provide a helpful color base if
you’re going over bright or dark colors. You
can add mildewcides and moldicides to
primers when you’re painting high-moisture
areas, such as bathrooms, kitchen back-
splashes, laundry rooms, or even condo
hallways in hurricane-prone areas.

When you go to the store to get your mate-
rials, let the salesperson know if you plan to
do more than one thing — such as walls and
woodwork — and ask whether a universal
primer or combination sealer/primer would
work best. Purchasing just one product
reduces cost and eliminates the potential of
storing several half-empty cans on a shelf.
A combination sealer/primer may be more
expensive than getting an inexpensive can
of sealer and a cheap primer, but you’ll save
time.
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� Plastic spray bottle and water: Use this combo to clean up latex paint
splotches.

� Roller cage: You need this tool to support the roller cover. (See Figure 1-9
for an example.)

� Supply of old newspapers: This supply comes in handy as dropcloths or
additional protection on furnishings and floors, but note that they don’t pro-
tect as well as plastic dropcloths. You can also “paint” them to get excess
paint off brushes and rollers when you’re cleaning them.

� Wood stir sticks: You need them for mixing paint. Paint stores routinely
hand out stir sticks when you buy paint. Even though the paint is well
shaken at the store, stir the paint again each time you open the can. 
(Check out Figure 1-7 to see stir sticks.)

Tools for decorative painting
Faux finishes and other decorative paint applications use special tools and glazes as
well as the more common tools mentioned earlier in this chapter. Often, specialized
tools aren’t used for other faux finishes. Paint stores and home improvement centers
carry most of the specialized tools. For some finishes, you need only tools you
already have — pencils, rulers, yardsticks, and so on. A word of advice: Hang onto
those old plastic and paper grocery bags. You can use them to create some finishes.
Also keep a good supply of torn or stained t-shirts and cut them up for rags to use
while you’re painting or cleaning up.

A lot of the projects in this book ask you to apply paint or glaze with these fairly tra-
ditional brushes, rollers, and other applicators:
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Selecting a quality brush
If you’ve ever painted anything with a cheap
brush, you know that the bristles come off.
You find them floating in the paint and stuck
on the walls. The bristles on a cheap brush
are stiff and very likely to leave bristle marks
on wet surfaces. A quality brush has flexible
bristles that don’t fall out. It costs much more
than a cheap brush, but it’s worth every
penny because you don’t get frustrated by
debris left on the wet paint and you don’t
have to waste time picking it out. And the flex-
ible bristles allow you to use the brush at any
angle. A quality brush is easier to clean and
can be used repeatedly if you clean it thor-
oughly and hang it up while the bristles dry.

You can choose from natural and synthetic
bristles. Synthetics — such as nylon or a
nylon/polyester blend — can be used with
latex, oil-based, or alkyd paints, and all
types of varnishes. They’re easy to clean; the
bristles don’t get soft or misshapen while
you’re working. Never use a natural bristle
brush with latex paint; natural fibers soak up
water, and latex has a water-based formula.
Natural bristle brushes, usually hog bristles
or ox hair, are soft and spread oil-based
paint smoothly and evenly.
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� Heavy-weight plastic bag: This is another tool you can use for the frottage
finish.

� Heavy-weight sheet of solid plastic: Use this tool to encourage your inner
artist and create your own stencil design.

� Hobby knife: Use this knife to cut out stencils. A utility knife works well too.

� Level: Use a level when you’re creating pattern finishes, such as stripes,
stencils, color blocks, checkerboard, harlequin, and for dragging (including
grasscloth, denim, and linen) finishes.

� Pencils: Make sure you have both plain and colored pencils for marking pat-
terns and lines before you start painting.

� Plain white tissue paper: This is a key tool if you want a crumpled tissue
paper finish on your walls.

� Plastic grocery bags: This tool gives the bagging technique its name.

� Plastic wrap: Use this as an alternate for grocery bags in the bagging 
technique.

� Scissors: For cutting sponges and paper patterns for stencils.

� White poster board: Use this for trying out paint and glaze combinations
and practicing finishing techniques before you start any of the projects.

� Yardstick, tape measure, and ruler: For measuring patterns and marking
walls so that you know where to apply certain finishes and colors.

If you’re interested in a faux finish or other decorative techniques, you may need
some of the following glazes, varnishes, and adhesives. Water-based latex glazes can
be used only on top of latex paint. However, oil-based glazes can be used on both
latex and alkyd paint. Because oil-based glazes dry slower than latex glazes, you
have more time to work on complex finish designs. Oil-based glazes generally have a
rich, warm hue and therefore aren’t well suited to finish white or pastel colors.

� Acrylic glaze: Provides a transparent, slightly tinted finish pattern over
latex base paint. This glaze, like the latex paint, is water-based.

� Acrylic gloss varnish: Water-based varnish provides a hard, non-yellowing,
glossy seal coat on latex glazes. Use it to keep finishes from being chipped or
scratched.

� Acrylic spray varnish: Spray this water-based sealer on porous or large sur-
faces, such as the top of a table or chest of drawers, to give them a durable
finish. Use with latex glazes to prevent water marks, chips, and scratches.

� Crackle glaze: Using a glaze that’s one shade off the base color gives the fin-
ished surface a subtle crackled effect.

� Matte acrylic varnish: When you don’t want a shiny surface that reflects
light, using this product gives you a subtle, yet hard, protective coat. It
intensifies dull colors and isn’t removable.

� Metallic glaze: Metallic finishes give base coats a soft, radiant glow. You can
get an elegant patina, a brushed metal finish, or a naturally weathered look
that you’d find on cast iron furnishings and accessories.
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� Ready-to-use wallpaper adhesive: Use this roll-on adhesive to seal tissue
paper finishes to the wall.

� Spray adhesive: This adhesive holds the stencil pattern in place while you
paint the designs on the wall, and then releases the pattern easily. You may
see it labeled as stencil spray adhesive.

Tools for cleanup
No one enjoys cleaning up after a paint project, but manufacturers have designed
products to take some of the burden off cleaning up brushes, rollers, and paint trays.
Supplies that will help you with the cleanup chore include

� Krud Kutter: This product is a cleanser that works well on latex glaze
cleanup.

� Mild liquid soap: Use the same stuff you use in the kitchen to clean up latex
paint.

� Mineral spirits or paint thinner: When you’re ready to clean up alkyd or oil-
based paint and varnish finishes, use mineral spirits or paint thinner. You
can also prep your roller cover with thinner when you’re using oil-based
paints. Both mineral spirits and paint thinner do the job well, but a con-
tainer of mineral spirits is kinder to your wallet.

� Paint strainer or cheesecloth: Either of these tools helps you strain debris
out of leftover paint. You’ll want to do that before you reuse the paint for
touch ups or other projects.

� Rubber mallet: Use this tool to close paint can lids. A regular hammer will
do if you tap gently.

� Small empty paint cans: Recycle your empty paint cans by using them to
store excess paint in an airtight container. Dab a dot of paint on the lid, and
write the color and mixing code on the lid with permanent marker. Then
you know what’s in the paint can without opening it and exposing the paint
to air. A small lidded plastic bucket works as well.

� Wire brush or comb: These items remove excess paint from a paintbrush
before you clean it.

Extras worth considering
Some other tools aren’t required but can make paint projects much simpler.
Consider the following tools before you start your next paint job:

� Brush and roller spinner: These tools are great for cleaning up latex paint
and then for removing excess water from your brushes and rollers after you
clean them. (See Figure 1-14.) Spin brushes and rollers into a large card-
board box or bucket to contain any spatter.
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Deciding on latex or alkyd
Latex paints are now formulated to dry within as little as an hour, which homeown-
ers like because they can put the room back together much more quickly. But when
you’re painting, you have a smaller window for taking breaks because of the quick
drying time. And washing latex may cause the finish to look streaky or uneven when
it’s dry. Water-based latex paint is also popular with do-it-yourselfers because you
can clean brushes, rollers, and paint trays quickly with common household prod-
ucts; all you need is a mild dishwashing detergent and water. You can remove unin-
tended splotches of paint as you work by wiping them off with a damp cloth. Latex
provides a flat, dull surface that can look sophisticated and elegant, unlike the shine
of glossy oil-based paint. But dry latex finishes aren’t as easily cleaned or scrubbed
as oil-based paint.

Oil-based and alkyd paints dry slowly — in 12 or more hours — and have much
more sheen or gloss than water-based paint gives you. They’re durable, sanitary,
and have a hard finish that can be scrubbed and cleaned without worrying about
leaving streaks. You need paint thinner or mineral spirits to clean up mistakes, and
to clean up the brushes and rollers you use to apply alkyd or oil-based paint. That’s
not so bad when you’re dipping a paintbrush into a can filled with paint thinner, but
removing paint from a roller and cover is messy.

Most homeowners, therefore, prefer latex paint for most projects. They can use one
of the finishes that has enough sheen to be cleanable. (See the next section for a dis-
cussion on sheen.)

Selecting a paint sheen
The sheen — how bright or shiny the paint looks when it dries — varies according
to different paint products. Latex paint looks dull in comparison to shinier oil-based
paints because latex paint tends to absorb light while glossy paint reflects it. Along
with the way the finished project looks, sheen determines how well the finish holds
up to finger marks and crayon, and how easily it shows imperfections. It determines
the ambiance of a room, whether it’s sophisticated and elegant or utilitarian in
appearance. The look, durability, and ambiance you want generally determine which
particular paint is best for you.

Just because oil paints are naturally shinier than latex paints, however, doesn’t 
mean that you can’t get a nice sheen with the more user-friendly latex paint.
Manufacturers give latex paint varying grades or levels of sheen — those levels 
also determine how cleanable the paint is. The following list tells you more about
some of the sheens, and Figure 1-15 shows you some of the different sheens side by
side. Note: Names and choices may vary, depending on the manufacturer.

� Flat latex paint has an opaque finish that looks elegant on interior walls and
ceilings. It’s also the most dense, or most light absorbing, of all the paint
choices. It doesn’t clean well and isn’t suited for kitchens, baths, or chil-
dren’s bedrooms. If you have children in the house, just know that the only
way to get rid of finger marks and scribbles on this finish is to paint over
them.
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You get what you pay for. If you want to cover your walls with just one coat, pur-
chase quality paint even though it costs more than some brands on the market. If
you choose a cheaper option, you may find that, ultimately, you have to purchase
several gallons of paint and go over the walls several times to get good coverage.

For walls
You usually can’t return unused cans of custom mixed paint, so if you buy too many,
you have to store the excess, paint another room the same color, give away what
you don’t use, or hope your local store will let you exchange the unopened paint
cans for another color. At the same time, having a partial gallon sitting around is
nice — you can later use the paint to touch up marred walls. Just make sure you
accurately estimate how much you need so you aren’t surprised when you have too
much, or too little, paint.

To determine what it will take to coat the walls once, use the following formula:

1. Add together the length of each wall.

For example, 16 + 16 + 20 + 20 = 72 feet

2. Multiply the total length of walls by the total height.

72 feet × 9 feet = 648 square feet

3. Subtract 20 square feet per door and 15 square feet per window.

648 – 20 – 20 – 20 – 15 – 15 – 15 – 15 = 528 square feet

4. Divide the answer by 350 (the estimated coverage/gallon) for smooth walls;
divide by 300 for rough or textured walls, which soak up more paint.

528 � 350 = 1.5 gallons for smooth walls

528 � 300 = 1.76 gallons for rough/textured walls

For floors and ceilings
If you’re painting a smooth ceiling or floor, all you have to do is calculate the square
footage of the surface. Note that rough surfaces, however, reduce the square footage
covered by a gallon of paint. Read the information provided by the manufacturer to
determine how much paint you’ll need for a rough surface. Just follow these steps to
determine how much paint you need for smooth floors and ceilings:

1. Multiply the length of the floor or ceiling by the width of the floor or ceiling.

For example, 16 × 20 = 320 square feet

2. Divide your answer by 350 (estimated coverage per gallon).

320 � 350 = 0.914 gallons
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