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“Ship of Dolls” by Shirley Parenteau


How to Sew
Lexi's & Grandma's
Dropped-Waist Dress

This dress was designed to fit an 18” American Girl-style doll.  The 
dress can be sewn by machine or by hand.  You can do the skirt in one 
of two ways:  Pleats or a ruffle.  Pleats are very 1920's but a ruffle is 
easier and still appropriate for Lexi's time.  If you have limited 
experience with sewing, we suggest you make your first dress with a 
ruffled skirt and try the pleats next time.

Fabric:  Lexi chose a lavender striped pink poplin fabric.  Poplin is a flat-woven cotton and does not 
stretch, very much like calico, broadcloth, and other non-stretch fabrics made for quilting and crafts. 
Avoid stretchy and thick/heavy fabrics.  Choose solids or small patterns and designs that fit the scale of 
your doll.  

Supplies:  ½ yard 45” or wider non-stretch fabric, iron, matching thread, pins, two (2) snaps, ruler, 
scissors and a pencil.  Sewing machine or hand-needles.  Trim and decoration, optional.

NOTE:  All seams are 1/2” wide unless noted in the directions.  Also, don't be daunted by the many 
pages of instructions, we tried to be thorough to increase your chances of success and may have 

provided MORE information then you actually need.

Preparation:  

(1) Print out the pattern pieces.  Make sure you print them 
“Actual Size” or your dress may not fit your doll.

(2) Iron out any creases in your fabric.  You can leave the 
center fold that was there when the fabric came off the 
bolt, some of the pattern pieces are placed on that fold.

(3) Lay out the pattern pieces as shown.  (This layout 
works for stripes, solids, and allover patterns.)

(4) Pin the patterns pieces through both layers of the fabric.
(5) Cut out each piece along the pattern outlines.  Remove 

all but one pin and set fabric and pattern pieces aside.
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Sew the Upper Dress:
(1) Lay the front of the dress down in front of you, pretty-side up. 

Match one of the back pieces to the front, pretty-side down. 
Sew the top shoulder.  Repeat for the other side.

(2) To attach the neck band, match the top and one side of the 
neckband to the left side of the dress back as it faces you.  The 
dress should be pretty-side down.  The neck band should also be 
pretty side down (trust me).  Slowly sew the neckband on to the 
neck area of the dress using 1/4” seam allowance.  Make sure 
the dress fabric stays smooth as you sew the curves.  Take your 
time here.  Sew all the way around the neck area, from one back 
piece, over the front of the dress and across the other back piece. 

(3) When done, iron or finger-press the neckband up over the seam allowance so it sticks up. 
(Follow pictures for arm band in later steps.)

(4) Fold the neckband over the seam allowance and press it down.  You should now have the pretty-
side of the neckband showing on the pretty-side of the dress. 

(5) To cover up the raw edge of the fabric on the neck band, fold it under 1/4” so the raw edge is 
now inside the neckband.  Press that fold.

(6) You can hand-sew the neckband down to the dress or you can top-
stitch it with a sewing machine. (Top-stitch just means to sew on top 
of the folded neck band very close to the folded edge, leaving a line 
of stitching on the top of the fabric as shown.)

(7) Cut any loose threads away 

Sew the Sleeves:
(1) Baste by hand or machine along the curved part of each sleeve 

1/4” from the top of the curve as shown as dotted lines on the 
pattern. (Basting stitches are LONG temporary stitches used to 
ruffle fabric.)

(2) Also, baste 1/4” along the flat part of the sleeve...we'll ruffle this 
later but it is easier to do the basting now.

(3) Gently pull the basting threads to gather the fabric just enough to fit 
in the armhole of the dress.

(4) Put the sleeve into the armhole of the dress (pretty sides together so 
you are sewing on the inside of the dress).  Match the sleeve edge 
with its armhole edge and pin as shown.  These pins keep the sleeve 
and ruffles in place as you sew the curve.  

(5) Adjust the gathered fabric so the gathers are evenly spaced around the curve of the 
armhole of the dress.  You may need to pull the threads to make gather more fabric if 
the sleeve fabric is too loose OR you may need to gently loosen the gathers if it was 
too small.  

(6) Sew a 1/2” seam allowance around the top of the sleeve attaching the sleeve to the 
dress.
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(7) Repeat steps 1-6 on the other side of the dress.

Attach the Armband to the Sleeve:
(1) Pull the basting stitches on the arm portion of the sleeve to gather the 

fabric up a bit.
(2) We'll attach the armband the same way we did the neckband.  Turn 

the sleeve so it is pretty side down.  Match the armband to the sleeve, 
also pretty side down.  

(3) Pin one end of the armband to the arm portion of the sleeve.  Pin the 
other end of the armband to the other arm portion of the sleeve.

(4) Adjust the gathering to fit the length of the armband and to evenly 
space the fabric.

(5) Sew the armband to the sleeve with a 1/4” seam allowance.
(6) Fold the armband up over the seam allowance and press.
(7) Turn the dress and sleeve over and fold the armband down over the 

seam allowance and press again.
(8) Turn the raw edge under 1/4” and press one last time.
(9) Hand sew or top-stitch the armband to the sleeve.
(10) Repeat for the other sleeve.

Finish the Upper Portion of the Dress:
(1) Turn the dress inside out so the pretty sides face each other.
(2) Align the edges of the sleeves, the armpit seams and the lower hem of 

one side of the dress and pin.
(3) Sew one long seam 1/2” wide from the armband to the armpit—LOCK 

the seam of the sleeve by sewing back and forth a few times.  If using a 
sewing machine, put the needle down in the armpit seam, lift the foot 
and turn the fabric to line up the dress side. Put the foot back down and 
sew all the way to the bottom of the dress.

(4) Repeat for the other side.
(5) Turn the dress right side out.

To Sew the Skirt:  
(Make the Bottom Hem—same steps for Ruffles and Pleats)

(1) Iron out ALL folds and creases in the fabric.
(2) Lay the skirt fabric down in front of you, pretty side down.
(3) Draw a long line with your ruler and pencil 1” from the bottom edge of the fabric.
(4) Fold up 1” of the bottom long edge of the fabric and press with the iron.  It is important to press 

this seam with an iron so it is crisp and flat.  Try to be as accurate as possible of the bottom 
edge of the dress hem may not be straight.

(5) Open the fold and refold so the raw bottom edge of the skirt fabric is now lined up with the 
press line and press that.

(6) Then, roll the newly pressed edge up as shown.  This insures that the raw edge of the fabric is 
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enclosed neatly in the hem.  Press it one last time.
(7) Hand-hem or top-stitch the rolled hem to secure it permanently.
(8) Decide if you want to do a ruffled skirt or a pleated skirt.  Follow one of the two sets of 

directions below.  (Ruffles are easier and are best for beginners.  Pleats look snazzy and make 
for a challenge for the more experienced sewers!)
 

(RUFFLES)
(1) Using the newly hemmed skirt fabric, baste 1/4” down 

from the top (raw) edge.
(2) Pull the basting thread to gather the top edge of the skirt 

in the same way as we did the sleeves. Be very gentle 
with the thread.  If you pull too hard it will break and 
you'll have to re-baste the entire length of the skirt again. 
As you gather the ends, carefully slide the ruffled fabric 
along the basting threads little bits at a time until you 
have gathered all the way to the center.  Then pull the 
basting threads on the other side and gather it toward the 
center.

(3) You want the skirt fabric to be gathered enough to go 
around the bottom of the dress.  When you think you are 
there, pin the dress (pretty side up) to the skirt (pretty side 
down).  Align the bottom of the dress with the raw edge 
of the skirt, that is the hemmed edge should be laying on 
top of the dress with the raw edges pointing down).  Pin 
the other side of the dress and skirt together.  Adjust the 
gathers as necessary so it fits the length of the dress and the gathers are spaced as evenly as you 
can make it, then pin the dress and skirt in several places to hold it while you sew.

(4) Sew the dress and skirt with a 1/2” seam allowance.  Remove the pins before you get to them to 
avoid breaking your needle. Take your time.

(5) Flip the skirt down and press the seam allowance UP toward the upper part of the dress.  This 
will make it look like the dress is coming over the top of the ruffles for a nice effect.

(6) If you want to sew on a ribbon (as shown on doll) or any other trim to the dress, do it now.

(PLEATS)
(1) First you need to mark where the pleat folds will go on the wrong side of the skirt fabric.  You 

will need the skirt pattern, a ruler and a pencil.  (NOTE:  If you are using light colored fabric or 
very thin fabric you should draw very lightly or use a fabric marking pencil so the marks don't 
show through.  When in doubt, test on scrap fabric first!)
1. Fold the paper skirt pattern in half.
2. Put the paper pattern (now folded in half) on the fabric.  Line up the left edge of the pattern 

with the left edge of the fabric.
3. With your pencil, make a small mark on the top and bottom of every solid line on the paper 

pattern.  These are the pleat fold lines and occur exactly 1” apart and must be perpendicular 
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to the edge of the skirt.  Move the pattern as you need to so you have marked the entire 
length of the fabric. 

4. With your ruler and pencil, connect the marks you drew so you have a solid line down the 
fabric.  Continue on so the back of the fabric has a series of solid lines (columns) 1” apart 
until the end.

5. The pleat pattern for this skirt is to fold every OTHER column.  To remind you of which 
columns to fold, draw an “X” at the top of the 2nd column in from the left edge and then 
another “X” every other column.  It should look something like this:

6. Get help from an adult!  Irons are hot and the fabric gets hot as we pleat it.  Please take care 
and let the fabric cool between pleats and be aware of where that iron is as you fold the 
fabric.

7. We are going to pleat every column that has an “X” in it, essentially hiding the “X” with the 
folded fabric.  To do this...
1. fold the skirt fabric along the line on the left side of the first “X”. You will fold the 

fabric so the pretty sides face each other, the “peak” of the fold (the part sticking up) is 
then moved so that edge is lined up against the column line on the right side of the “X”. 

2. PRESS these folds with your iron.
3. Unfold this pleat and repeat for the next column with an “X”.  (Take care to not iron 

over the pleat folds you made earlier.)  Continue on the entire length of fabric.
8. Next we need to sew the top (raw) edge of the skirt so the pleats are sewn down.  This line 

of stitching is to hold the pleats in place along the top of the skirt and needs to be done 
before we attach the skirt to the top portion of the dress.  To do this...
1. Sew 1/4” down along the top (raw) edge of the skirt to the first column line and stop. 

Fold the first pleat using the pressed lines and continue sewing to the edge of that pleat. 
Make sure the pleat is straight, the hem should be straight across the bottom.  Stop again 
and fold the next pleat.  Continue across the entire length of the skirt.

9. Pin the dress (pretty side up) to the skirt (pretty side down).  Align the bottom of the dress 
with the raw edge of the skirt, that is the hemmed edge should be laying on top of the dress 
with the raw edges pointing down).  Pin the dress and skirt in several places to hold it while 
you sew.  If you have more pleats then skirt, leave it hanging off one end for now we'll cut it 
off later.

10. Sew the dress and skirt with a 1/2” seam allowance.  Remove the pins before you get to 
them. Take your time.

11. (If you have extra pleated skirt hanging off one edge of your dress, cut it off with scissors. 
Try to cut it straight.)

12. Flip the skirt down and press the seam allowance UP toward the upper part of the dress. 
This will make it look like the dress is coming over the top of the pleats for a nice effect.
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Finishing the Dress!
(1) Turn the dress inside out (pretty sides facing each other).
(2) Match the raw edges of the back pieces of the dress together.  
(3) If you haven't already, transfer the black dot from the dress-back 

pattern to one of the back pattern pieces.  This is where you will 
STOP sewing.  If you sew all the way up the back your dolly 
will never get her dress on. :)

(4) Sew from the bottom of the skirt up to the dot as shown on the 
dress back pattern piece—you can make a pencil mark or just 
mark it with a pin.  Be sure to lock your stitches (go back and forth a few times) at the top and 
bottom of the dress so these stitches won't pull out as your dolly gets in and out of her dress.

(5) On the upper part of the back of the dress, we need to sew down the raw edges for the back 
opening.  Fold them back 1/2” inch and press.  Stitch the edges down starting from the neck to 
the circle.  Do the same for the other side.

(6) Hand-stitch snaps to the dress.  One at the top near the neck band and the other about ½ way 
down the back opening.

Decoration:  This is optional but you can add buttons, bows, lace, belts, flowers, etc.  Whatever you 
thinks would look good on YOUR dress.

And you're done!  Fantastic job!

These instructions and associated pattern are copyrighted by Cherie Craddock, 2014 and were created specifically for 
www.ShirleyParenteau.com to resemble the dress Lexi and her Grandmother made in Ms. Parenteau's story, “Ship of  
Dolls”.  You are given the right to reproduce the instructions and pattern and create doll dresses using these for your 
personal use only.  You are not given the right to sell or otherwise profit from the instructions or pattern.
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