
level position, tape into 
place securely at top edge 
of sandwich only with ¾ 
to 1 inch or wider tape. 
The tape will become a 
“hinge”. (Fig. 3) We rec-
 om mend 3M Long-Mask® 
tape, but regular masking 
tape would work.

If you have ordered a page format  SayWhat? that re-
 quires more than one section, tape all sec tions into 
place securely along top edge as de scribed above. 
Remove the waxed back ing and apply the vinyl • lm  
from the bot tom sec tion • rst,   work ing up. You may 
tape the section above out of the way by lifting it as 
long as it is securely taped into place along the top 
edge. If you have some overlap of material into the 
cut letter area, care ful ly cut o•  the excess material  
as needed before applying the next sec tion. This can 
be done any time after correct place ment has been 
es tab lished, even after painting the lower section and 
before applying the upper section.

When you’re satisfied 
with the placement, cut 
be tween the words (or 
let ters) to give yourself 
a com fort able amount of 
material to work with at 
one time, ap prox i mate ly 
1-2 feet. We rec om mend 

that you ad here the • lm to the wall im me di ate ly before  
painting, work ing fairly small areas at a time, what ev er 
is com fort ably within your reach. Flip up one section 
at a time and slowly and care ful ly peel the waxed 
back ing o•  starting from the left corner at the junction  
of the tape, working 
toward the op po site 
corner, keeping the vi-
nyl taut and away from 
the painting surface 
until the back ing is 
com plete ly free. (Fig 4 
and 5) Holding the free 
cor ners • rmly taut, lay  
the film against the 
painting sur face. (Fig. 
6) Smooth • rmly with the • at of your hand; it may   
some times be necessary to burnish the vinyl with a 
tool such as a credit card or squee gee. (Fig 7) Don’t 
worry about getting out small bub bles, they will cause 
no ad verse e• ect  
as long as there 
are no actual 
wrin kles and the 
letter edges are 
stuck down. You 
may tape over 
your cuts be tween 

4. Flip up sandwich

3. Tape securely 
along top edge 

5. Peel off waxed 
backing 

6. Holding taut at corners, 
lay adhesive side down

Thank you for ordering SayWhat? Custom Let-
tering and Designs. Al though easy to apply, it is ex-
tremely im por tant to prepare properly before adhering 
to your surface to be painted. We have included a small 
sample piece to practice with.  We rec om mend that you 
try out the whole process with the sample, even if you 
are familiar with using traditional overlay stencils. We 
have also included  basic  painting  instructions for 
those who are new to this 

Make sure that all the phrases in your text are there. 
Al though we check these before they are shipped, 
mis takes can hap pen- please notify us immediately if 
there are miss ing words or phras es, or it is oth er wise 
not as you expected. If a single character seems to 
be miss ing, it is very likely there, but was overlooked 
in the "weeding" process. (Where the cut vinyl pieces 
are re moved). Just apply normally as out lined below 
and weed it before you start painting  by spearing 
the letter with a craft knife and lifting it up and out. 
Note:  Very small letters are often de lib er ate ly left 
unweeded; we will usually include a sep a rate sheet 
explaining this.

If you have a large phrase or sen tence, cut it into 
man age able widths (a com fort able arm stretch) be-
fore po si tion ing on the wall, and butt the cut edges 
together as you tape it up. Al though we pre-po si tion 
the text, it is cer tain ly OK for you to cut out in di vid u al 
words or lines and po si tion them as you wish.

Your lettering con-
 tains three layers, 
a “sand wich” of 
ma te ri als. The top 
is clear transfer 
tape, which keeps 
ev ery thing in place 
until you are ready 
to paint. The mid-

dle is a white low-tack adhesive backed vinyl, which 
is the layer you paint through. At the bot tom, against 
the ad he sive side of the vinyl, is a waxed paper back-
 ing. Use the straight edge of the VINYL (the WHITE 
layer) as your guide 
for mea sur ing, and to 
check with a bubble 
level. (Fig. 1 and 2) The 
waxed back ing may 
not be cut straight- 
this is normal. When 
it is in the correct and 

Tape "sandwich" into position

2. Check level using white layer 

Application Instructions



let ters if you feel you may get paint in the cut dur ing 
ap pli ca tion.

Re move all the positioning “hinge” tape from the top. 
Peel transfer tape (top layer) from top left to bottom 
right, (reverse if you are left handed) pull ing down 
rather than out toward you. (Fig. 8) You may shift the 
direction slightly so that you lift the trans fer tape with 
the cut of the letters rather than against them, which 
can cause tearing. As you re move the trans fer tape, 
be careful to smooth down any areas that shift slightly 
during re mov al. If you have a piece lift up as you pull 

o•  the transfer tape, such as the center of a letter, lay  
the transfer tape back down and press • rmly on the  
piece that is lifting. If you are having a lot of trouble 
with the SayWhat? lifting, burnish the whole area • rmly  
with a credit card or squee gee. You may have a small 
amount of tearing if you pull the trans fer tape against 
the cut of the letter. If this occurs, just press it down 

and snip a little of the vinyl from the margin and lay 
over the tear. 

Paint using whatever technique works best for you. 
(Fig. 9) If you have not painted using the dry brush 
method before, refer to the instructions on next 2 
pages.  Remove the SayWhat? as soon as possible. 
(Fig 10). To remove the letter centers, use an X-acto or 
craft knife to gently “spear” into the plastic at an angle, 
then lift it out. This method will de crease the chanc es 
of dam ag ing the paint, which could occur from peel ing 
it o•  from the edge. Go on to the next area. 

Our No Fault Guarantee: 
If you don’t get the results you expect, we will 
replace the prob lem por tion  at NO CHARGE. 
(Shipping charges may apply)

Cautions and Limitations:

SayWhat? is a high quality vinyl product with a low-
tack adhesive designed for temporary applications. 
On most surfaces it will stick • rmly to allow for  
painting with dry brush, air brush and some spong ing 
meth ods, yet be easily removed without disturbing 
surface paint. Using a wet (heavy) ap pli ca tion of paint 
is not rec om mend ed and will prob a bly cause seepage 
of paint under the vinyl and/or failure of adherence 
to surface. 

Be sure to test any adhesive product on a 
small area of the application surface. 

Al though SayWhat? adhesive masks are designed to be 
removed eas i ly, in rare in stanc es any ad he sive prod-
uct (including masking and painters tape) may not be 
com pat i ble with the sur face ma te ri al on which they are 
ap plied, or the application surface may not be sound,  
and may leave a res i due, be di•    cult to re move, or  
damage the surface • n ish.    Ad he sive prod ucts should 
not be left on the sur face for extended pe ri ods of 
time, nor ex posed to heat or direct sun light. Your 
re sults may vary de pend ing on sur face prep a ra tion 
and smooth ness. It is the con sum er’s re spon si bil i ty 
to de ter mine if the prod uct is suit able for use and The 
Mad Sten cil ist’s liability is lim it ed to no great er than 
the retail value of it’s own product.

7. Smooth down firmly

9. Paint using very light coats 
(drybrush method)

10. Remove adhesive mask, 
including letter centers

8. Carefully remove transfer tape (top clear layer) 



Basic Stencil Painting Instructions

Dry brush, stippling or airbrush methods work well 
with most designs, and roller stenciling can be a huge 
time saver for large areas. But whatever method you 
choose, layer very small amounts of color at a time, 
building intensity and depth with each layer. Be sure 
to take your time, and have fun!

Dry Brush Method: Pour a quarter sized puddle of paint 
onto a paper plate. Dip the end of your sten cil ing brush 
into the paint, wetting just the tips of the bristles. Swirl 
the brush • rmly into a stack of paper towels (Bounty  ® 

brand works extremely well) using a circular motion- 
this will load the brush properly and remove excess 
paint before application to your painting surface. Very 
little paint should be left on the brush.  If paint runs 
under the edge of the window (bleeding), you have 
too much paint on your brush.

If you experience a build-up of paint 
on the brush, which sometimes 
dries and prevents even paint ap-
plication, you may drag the brush 
against a paper towel saturated with 
some isopropyl (rubbing) alcohol to 
remove some of the paint. 

Apply paint along the edge of the 
window (the shapes cut out from the 
stencil) using the circular motion 
described above. Work the paint 
gradually toward the center of the 
window. A nice e• ect is to allow the  
area in the center to remain lighter. 
Go over the area re peat ed ly rather 
than attempting to cover it in one 
ap pli ca tion. 

Stippling is also dry-brush stenciling, substituting 
a • rm tapping motion rather than a circular motion.  
Stippling will provide a clearer print on rough sur fac es 
such as textured walls, and will add a more textured 
look when used on a smooth surface. You may wish 
to load the brush slightly heavier when stippling than 
with swirling.

Roller Stenciling Technique- Some designs call 
for even coverage of a large area, which is then 
shaded with dry brush or other methods. Stencil the 
ex posed shapes with a compact foam roller. If you 
have a problem with the paint drying too fast you can 

extend the drying time by mixing 3 parts 
paint to 1 part extender, or use pre-mixed 
glaze. After rolling into the paint mixture, 
remove excess by rolling onto paper towels 
or paper bags. This will even out the paint 
dis tri bu tion. Roll the paint into the windows, 
repeating ap pli ca tion after it is dry to the 
touch if necessary. Stencil subsequent 
overlays when dry.

Airbrushing delivers a • ne spray of paint  
to the sur face, the control of which is ma-
nipulated by a lever on the airbrush and 
the distance from which the paint is being 
sprayed. Follow manufacturers instructions 
and practice to gain control of the paint • ow.  
If you are airbrushing, it is recommended that 
you use artist grade acrylic paint rather than 
the less expensive craft paints. The pigments 
in these paints are ground • ner for successful  
use through the airbrush without ex ces sive 

clogging. Please contact us for further in for ma tion on 
this distinctive technique.

Brushes
Use brushes specially designed for stencil painting. 
Good brushes will last a long time with proper care. It 

Stencil brushes are available in a variety of sizes

Apply paint along the edge of the win-
dow using a circular or tapping motion



is best to have a separate one  for each color of paint; 
this will save you time and e• ort, and give the best  
results. Brushes are available in a variety of sizes; 
select diameters that are appropriate to the window 
sizes of the stencil. Stenciling brushes are available 
through The Mad Stencilist or your local arts and crafts 
store. 

Sponges and other special applicators can also be utilized, 
with various results. We recommend you see your local craft 
store for more information. 

Paints

Choosing the right paint isn't 
hard, but there are di• erences  
you should be aware of. Here are 
some general guidelines:

Acrylics are the easiest and most 
versatile paint to use for stencil 
painting. Commonly available at 

craft stores, as well as from our 
website, they come in an enormous assortment of 
colors, are durable, and work well on a wide variety of 
surfaces, including painted or unpainted walls, • oors,  
wood, fabric, natural stone and the like, and are fast 
drying. The common 2 oz. bottles will last a long time, 
and is usually plenty for all but the largest projects. 

Stencil crèmes or crayons are generally oil based and 
have a longer drying time, producing a softer look and 
en abling the beginner to blend  colors more easily. 
However, depending on the surface being painted, 
there may be a waiting time of up to 24 hours for 
complete drying. 

Unusual surfaces:
Most acrylic or crème  paints will work • ne on fabric,  
though may require a fabric medium and heat setting 
for permanence. There are also paints specially for-
mulated for this use. Several suppliers now o• er glass  
and tile medium, a chemical additive that creates lasting 
results on those surfaces, and other types of paint spe-
ci• cally made for ceramics are also available. For some  
applications cans of spray paint may be suitable. Metal 
surfaces or areas previously painted with enamels or 
oil based products may require a primer for maximum 
adhesion. It is always a good idea to try out a new 
technique on a sample area • rst.  

The sheen of your wall paint will also e• ect your  
painting results. Satin, eggshell or • at paint is rec- 
 om mend ed as the base coating for best results. If you 
have semi-gloss paint on your walls and wish to avoid 
repainting you may add some “tooth” to the surface 
by lightly sanding the area to be painted . When dry 
brush ing, stippling works best on slick surfaces, and 
waiting a little longer between colors for the paint to 

dry may be helpful. Another option would be to paint 
• rst with a latex primer or all purpose sealer.    

Color and Shading:
Keep in mind you don't need to paint a solid color. It's 
easy to blend and combine colors for more interest-
ing results. It is very helpful to try your colors out on 
paper • rst to determine the color blend. Go over the  
area re peat ed ly rather than attempting to cover in one 
ap pli ca tion. 

As a normal rule, start with your lightest color • rst.  
Shade with ad di tion al colors, a small amount at a time 
for soft blend ing. Shade with darkest color last. When 
dry brush stenciling, the blend of color occurs on the 
painted surface. As you stencil your colors from light to 
dark, each color should cover less area than the color 
before it so that you see the blend and the variations 
between them. 
     

P.O. Box 219 Diamond Springs CA 95619
Toll free 888 882-6232 

or 530 344-0939 
Email Saywhat@madstencilist.com

Visit us on the web at
SayWhatSystem.com

Be sure to also visit

BigOakArts.com

MadStencilist.com


