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Basic Bean Bags  
Simple toys stand the test of time... 

Sure, they’ll be used for tossing at siblings, but a set of 

fun, simple bean bags (or rice bags, if that’s what you 

have handy) makes a fun toy for smaller kids. 

 

Bean bags work best if you can use a sewing machine 

for the stitching, but if you don’t have access to a ma-

chine, plan to use a very small backstitch by hand. 

Backstitch is one of the more secure stitches you can 

use, which will help keep the contents inside, rather 

than sprinkled over your floors. With a machine, use a 

plain straight stitch.  

 

Bean bags can be made in any shape, and virtually any 

size, you like. Shapes with at least one straight edge are 

generally easiest to manage if you’re newer to sewing. 

 

The process is very straightforward: 

 

• Chose a fabric for each side of the bean bag.  

• Place the two pieces right sides together.  

• Use a pencil or chalk to draw your chosen bean bag 

shape on the wrong side of the fabric. 

• Sew directly on this drawn line, leaving a small 

opening (about 1.5” to 2” long) unsewn on one 

straight edge. 

• Press well, and trim the shape from the fabric 

block. Leave about 1/4” of fabric beyond the stitch-

ing lines. 

• Turn the bean bag right sides out, and press the 

edge neatly. 

• Fill with rice, lentils, or poly-pellets. You want the 

bag to be about 3/4 full. This keeps it heavy enough 

to toss nicely, but still a bit floppy. Use poly-pellets 

if you want the bags to be easily washable. Rice is 

still washable, but don’t toss either in the dryer. 

• Close the opening by hand with very small stitches, 

or by machine, stitching very close to the folded-in 

edges of the opening. 

• Toss them at things. 

 

 

 

Bean Bag Variations & IdeasBean Bag Variations & IdeasBean Bag Variations & IdeasBean Bag Variations & Ideas    

Colors 
Choose solids or prints in basic colors for pre-school 

learners. You might even piece multiple fabrics and cut 

out bean bags for a scrappy-quilt effect. 

 

Shapes 
Make bean bags in squares, circles, triangles, and other 

interesting shapes. Remember, you can make any shape 

you like; just draw it on the wrong side of the fabric, 

and stitch on your drawn lines. Simple shapes are easier 

to turn, of course. 

 

Special Shapes 
If you have a child who adores a particular topic, make 

some shaped bean bags for them! Trace simplified ob-

ject shapes, or use cookie cutters as templates for your 

bean bags. Dinosaurs, hedgehogs, cats, dogs, monsters, 

robots, trees, leaves, frogs, fish… your imagination 

(and theirs) places no limits on your options! 

 

Size Stackers 
Because bean bags are relatively flat, make a set of 

graduated stackers. Cut small, medium, and large 

shapes, either with identical fabrics, or mix-and-match 

textiles. 

 

Textures 
Use smooth cottons, corduroy, satin, velvet, and other 

textured fabrics to add sensory stimulation to the lovely 

mooshy bean bag fun. 

 

Embellished 
Fussy-cut printed fabrics to center a particular design 

on the bag. 

 

Add buttons, bows, or beads to center of the bean bag, 

stitching through both top and bottom layers. 

 

Add faces or other details (like letters, numbers, or 

shapes!) with machine appliqué, fabric paint, or perma-

nent markers. 
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Frog Toss Play Set 
Pocket-sized frogs and a lilypad play mat make a 

portable gift and open-ended imaginative game for any 

little girl or boy.  

 

Use the child’s favorite colors, and mix-and-match for 

a fun, “scrappy” effect. If you’re making a set for a 

“Princess” girl, be sure to include a few frogs with 

pinks and purples, as well as at least one “Prince” frog. 

 

For each frog, you will need: 

• two 4”x4” pieces of firmly-woven cotton 

or poly-cotton fabric (I like to mix a fun, 

small print with a coordinating or 

contrasting solid) 

• A small amount of poly-fill stuffing (a little 

wad smaller than an egg) 

• Harmonizing thread 

• About 1 tablespoon of filler. Use tiny poly 

pellets for a hand-washable, air-dry frog, or 

rice/flax or lentils if you’re pretty sure the 

frogs will not be a chew toy. 

• A chopstick or other fine, blunt point. 

• A small funnel 

 

With any small, complex shape, it’s far easier to work 

with a larger block of fabric than to cut intricate shapes 

accurately. Trace and cut out the frog template. Stack 

your two frog swatches right sides together. With a 

sharp pencil, trace the frog template shape on the 

wrong side of the fabric stack.  

 

Stitch with a small straight stitch by machine, leaving 

the turning section open. (If you wish to simplify the 

hands and feet, feel free to change the shape of the 

toes!) 

 

Use sharp scissors to trim out the frog shape, being sure 

to snip down into the corners.  

 

Press each frog, and turn it right sides out. It will be a 

little fiddly to get the arms and legs fully turned out. 

Press again. 

 

Use the chopstick to softly stuff the arms and legs with 

a bit of poly-fill stuffing. Contain the stuffing by 

stitching across the arm and leg sections where they 

join the body, using small running stitches by hand and 

the harmonizing thread. (Bury your knots inside the 

frog.) 

 

Insert the funnel into the opening, and add about 1 

tablespoon of pellets or other “beanbag” filling 

material, like a  mix of rice and flax seed, or lentils. 

You want enough to give some weight and mooshiness 

to the frog, but not a firm stuffing. For a frog this size, 

with poly-stuffed arms and legs and a “bean” middle, 

just less than 1 tablespoon of filler usually works well. 

 

Close the opening with small whipstitches, very close 

together. Enjoy your frog set! 

 

Lilypad Playmat 

Add dimension to the game with a round lilypad 

playmat to use as a target for tossing frogs.  

 

If your interests run to painting, use plain, lightweight 

cloth and paint water and a lilypad in the middle. 

Follow any fabric setting instructions for your craft 

paint, to make sure the playmat is washable later. 

 

If you prefer to sew the playmat, you will need: 

• Two 14” diameter circles of fabric 

(perhaps a “wavy” blue print for water) 

• One 10” diameter circle of lilypad fabric 

Leave dashed 

section open 

for stuffing 

Running stitch 

along dotted lines 

after lightly stuff-

ing. 
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Frog Toss Play Set 
 (green print, or pieced “scrappy” green 

prints to make a 10” square section, which 

you can cut to a circle.) 

• 2 yards coordinating or contrasting ribbon, 

between 1/4” and 1/2” wide, if you’d like 

the mat to draw up into a storage pouch. 

 

Stack the 14” circles right sides together and cut a 

gentle “wave” along the outside edge if desired (you 

can also leave them perfectly round.) 

 

Choose one to be the outer side. Cut eight 2” sections 

of ribbon. Fold each in half, and pin the ribbons at even 

distances around the outer edge, with the folded edge of 

ribbon toward the center of the circle. (If you do not 

need the lilypad to double as a storage pouch, skip the 

ribbon step.) 

 

Fold the 10” circle in half, and cut a very narrow wedge 

from the outer edge, toward the center. You may also 

choose to trim a “lobe” shape along the outer edge of 

the circle. 

 

Unfold, and lay the lilypad right side up on the right 

side of the second 14” circle, centering it. Pin well.  

 

Stitch around the outside edge of the lilypad, very close 

to the raw edge, then repeat with a medium-width zig-

zag stitch (short stitch length) to cover the raw edge of 

the lilypad. You might also choose to use a straight 

stitch to outline the lilypad and create veins in the leaf. 

 

Lay the outer and completed lilypad circles right sides 

together. Stitch around the outer edge with a 1/4” seam 

allowance, leaving a section about 2” long open for 

turning.  

 

Be sure you catch each folded ribbon in your seam. 

 

Press and trim the seams a bit. Turn right sides out and 

press again. Topstitch very close to the edge to close 

the opening and keep the mat smooth.  

 

Thread the remaining ribbon through the ribbon loops; 

stitch through the ribbon and mat at the mid-point to 

prevent it pulling out. Draw up the ribbons to create a 

storage pouch for the frogs. 

 

 

Pack your frog toss set in a small box or bin, or lidded 

pail; something to make storage compact and tidy. 

 

You could add embellishments by embroidery or 

sewing on eyes (take care if using buttons or beads for 

eyes if there are very small children in the recipient’s 

household), or adding ribbon bows on the girl frogs. 

 

Use textured fabrics (with a firm, tight weave) for frogs 

that stimulate as well as entertain. 

 

Make as few or as many frogs as you like; three is a 

great starter number, but you could make multiple sets, 

or sets of five, etc, allowing for more children to play at 

one time. 

 

Consider using a signature color, or adding an inked or 

sewn initial, to help differentiate between sibling’s 

frogs. 

 

A single bean frog makes a fun addition to “Princess” 

dress-ups! 

 



The Toy PackThe Toy PackThe Toy PackThe Toy Pack    
© Elizabeth Stewart Clark, 2010 

www.notmolly.wordpress.com 

Play Mats 
 Not everyone has room for, or inclination to own, large 

plastic kitchen sets. Nearly every child likes to have 

some pretend cooking space, however!  It’s more fun to 

play with cars and trucks on a road system, but how 

many of us have a spare room to devote to it? And 

aren’t dinosaurs and farm animals more fun if they 

have a play ground? That gets complicated if you’re 

needing to spend a lot of time in the car, or  are stuck 

inside during the winter. 

 

Making simple appliquéd play mats is a great way to 

encourage imaginative, open-ended play without com-

mitting large portions of your household real estate to 

Fisher-Price. 

 

Once you have the basic concept of the play mat, the 

sky really is the limit.  

 

For each mat, you will need: 

• Two 12” x 18” rectangles (or 18” x 24” 

rectangles); one for the up-facing 

(decorated) side of your playmat, and one  

for the backing. 

• Contrasting fabrics to create the decorative 

details you want (you might also use fabric 

paint, if your skills run that direction.) 

• Coordinating or contrasting thread for ma-

chine appliqué and assembly. 

 

Use contrasting fabric shapes machine-appliquéd to the 

right side of your up-facing piece to create basic details 

for your playmat theme.  

 

You do not need to get highly realistic; children have 

great imaginations, and the more open-ended the mat, 

the better!  

 

When you have your appliquéd details stitched on, lay 

the backing piece right sides together with the appli-

quéd piece.  

 

Sew around all the edges with a ¼” seam allowance, 

leaving a 2” opening on one side.  

 

Press, and turn right sides out. Press again. Close the 

opening with a small whip stitch.  

 

Topstitch around all the edges of the play mat. 

 

For easier, neater laundering, outline a few elements of 

the play mat with hand or machine stitching. This will 

keep the play mat layers together in the wash. 

 

With this basic concept, you might make: 

 

• Kitchen Mat with stove burners and a 
sink/faucet shape 

• Table Mat with placemats and center 
“trivet”; make it fancy for a “tea party” 

mat. 

• Road Mat with houses, parks, and other 
municipal features 

• Farm Mat with a barn, fences, pond, and 
field 

• Prehistoric Mat with a volcano, tar pits, 
and sandy beached ocean 

• Garden Mat with flower beds, walking 
paths, and a fish pond (for mini-dolls or 

ponies!) 

• Store Mat with a flat cash register, and a 
solid-fabric scanner and belt. 

 

Combine your play mat with a few carefully-chosen 

accessories, and package the gift in a storage tote for 

easy portability and tidy toys at home.  

 

(If you’re looking for good quality toy dishes, check 

IKEA on-line; for play foods, IKEA has inexpensive 

stuffed options, or search on-line for “felt food tutori-

als” for hundreds of very nifty home-crafted play 

foods!) 
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Memory Fun 
 Use your papercrafting supplies to make a customized 

Memory game for any child. 

 

For each set, you will need: 

• Two sets of 12 pictures; choose family 

member faces, or favorite things, or 

vacation photos. These don’t need to be the 

perfect prints! So long as the details are 

clear, feel free to use “unscrappable” 

prints. 

• Solid or patterned card stock 

• A large craft punch (if you don’t have a 

craft punch, use a drinking glass or small 

lid as a tracing template, and cut carefully 

by hand.) 

• Adhesive of your choice (flat adhesive tabs 

work very well, as they do not dampen or 

wrinkle the paper.) 

 

Use the punch to make 24 identical shapes from the 

cardstock. Use the punch to create 12 matched sets of 

images from your prints. It’s okay if the punched 

pictures aren’t exactly the same, so long as the same 

recognizable detail or image is in each. 

 

Use adhesive to attach one image to each punched 

cardstock piece. Let the adhesive set. You might want 

to cover the cards in clear contact paper, lamination 

film, or even clear packing tape, to add a bit of 

sturdiness, as these are sure to be handled a lot.  

 

Using the same concept, you could create: 

 

• Sets of solid-color memory cards (with 

patterned paper on the ‘up’ side) for pre-

schoolers learning their colors 

• Sets with drawn shapes for those learning 

their basic geometry 

• Sets with drawn letters (capitals paired 

with lowercase) for children learning letter 

recognition 

• Sets with basic math facts and answers for 

young learners 

• Farm animal sets 

• Ocean animal sets 

• Pet sets 

• Bird sets 

• Plant sets 

• Dinosaur sets 

• Fish sets 

• Fussy-punch motifs from patterned paper 

for the memory side, with solid cardstock 

or all-the-same patterns for the ‘up’ side 

 

Package your game set in something reusable that can 

act as storage long-term. A plastic freezer zip-storage 

bag can work well, as can small totes, 3x5” card boxes, 

and other small containers. 
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Additional Handmade Toy Ideas 
 Fridge Magnet Sets 

Use your papercrafting supplies to make people, ani-

mals, items from nature, houses, or paper dolls. Cover 

with contact paper or laminate for durability. Use self-

stick magnet tape on the back of each. (Turn these into 

a travel toy by adding a steel cookie sheet from the dol-

lar store.) 

 

Family Fridge Magnets 
Trim faces or full body poses of individual family 

members from your duplicate photo prints. Laminate, 

and back with a bit of magnet tape. It can be a lot of 

fun to pose family members and create stories right on 

the fridge! 

 

Felt Fridge Magnets 
On-line tutorial at www.samstermommy.blogspot.com 

Look at the tutorials menu on the right side of the blog. 

These fridge magnets are 3-D, and very, very cool! As 

with most hand-crafted things, you’re limited only by 

your own imagination. 

 

Personal Art Kit 
Paint, decoupage, or add stickers to personalize an in-

expensive clipboard. Add a pencil-pouch with colored 

pencils or crayons, a sharpener, small ruler, and other 

handy drawing tools.  A small stack of blank paper 

completes the kit.  

 

You can also pre-punch blank paper or coloring sheets 

printed from the internet, add some page protectors, 

and assemble the kit in an inexpensive 3-ring binder. 

 

One fun site for free coloring pages is www.janbrett.

com. She has illustrated many gorgeous children’s 
books, and makes quite a few of her characters avail-

able as printable pages, with holiday and seasonal 

themes as well as educational themes. 

 

Sewn Ball or Blocks 
Use fabric scraps or thrifted cotton clothes and sew up 

a few softies stuffed with poly-fill. On-line tutorials 

and templates abound; Google “sewn soft toys” or 

“sewn soft ball” and “sewn soft blocks” for some great 

options. 

 

Homemade Water Colors 
Make these in a 12-cube ice tray for long-lasting paints. 

• 4 tablespoons baking soda 

• 2 tablespoons white vinegar 

• 1/2 teaspoon light corn syrup 

• 2 tablespoons cornstarch 

• Food coloring drops 

• Popsicle sticks for stirring the colors 

 

In a two-cup measuring cup (with a pouring spout), mix 

the baking soda and vinegar until it stops fizzing. Add 

the corn syrup and cornstarch, and mix until smooth. 

 

Pour out the mixture into the ice cube tray compart-

ments, filling each about half-way. 

 

Add food coloring drops to create your paint colors. 

Add color gradually; keep in mind that the paint on pa-

per will be a little lighter than the paint cake color, so 

don’t be afraid to go a bit bold. You can get a wide 

range of shades from a basic four-pack of food coloring 

drops. Be sure to stir well using a fresh stick for each 

cube section.  

 

Let the paints sit and dry, uncovered, for at least 48 

hours. These are so cheap and easy to make, you won’t 

be grimacing every time the kids say, “Let’s paint, 

Mom!” 

 

 

 

 

 


