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REMEMBERING A
CLASSIC: THE
CHARM OF THE
THERE WAS AN
OLD LADY WHO
SWALLOWED A FLY
DOLL

For  generations,  the
whimsical  and  slightly
absurd  tale  of  an  old
lady  with  a  peculiar
a p p e t i t e  h a s
captivated children and
adults  alike.  The song
"There  Was  an  Old
Lady Who Swallowed a
Fly" is a staple of early
childhood  education,

k n o w n  f o r  i t s
cumulative  narrative
and  silly  premise.  In
recent  years ,  th is
classic story has been
brought  to  l i fe  in  a
tangible,  huggable
form:  the There Was
An  Old  Lady  Who
Swal lowed  A  Fly
Doll. These interactive
toys  have  become  a
beloved  addition  to
p l a y r o o m s  a n d
classrooms,  offering  a
unique way to engage
with  the  story.  This
article  explores  the
enduring appeal of this
specific  doll,  its
educational  benefits,
the variety  of  designs
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available,  and  why  it
remains  a  must-have
for fans of the original
nursery rhyme.

THE STORY
BEHIND THE DOLL:
FROM FOLK SONG
TO PLUSH TOY

The origins of the "Old
L a d y "  s o n g  a r e
believed to  date  back
t o  t h e  e a r l y  2 0 t h
century,  with its  roots
in American folk music.
T h e  s o n g  i s  a
"cumulative  tale,"
meaning  each  verse
b u i l d s  u p o n  t h e
previous one, adding a
new  animal  that  the
old lady swallows. The
sequence, starting with
a  fly  and  escalating  to
a  horse,  creates  a
h u m o r o u s  a n d
increasingly  ridiculous
scenario.
The  transition  from  a
s u n g  s t o r y  t o  a
physical  toy  was  a

natural  progression.
The  There  Was  An
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swallowed A Fly Doll
often takes the form of
a  soft,  plush  figure  of
the  old  lady  herself,
complete  with  a  clear
plastic  "belly"  or  a
fabr ic  pouch.  This
design  allows  children
to  "feed"  the  doll  the
v a r i o u s  a n i m a l s
mentioned in the song,
such as  the  fly,  spider,
bird,  cat,  dog,  goat,
cow, and horse. These
accompanying  animal
pieces  are  usual ly
small,  colorful,  and
made  from  child-safe
materials  like  felt  or
soft plastic.
T h i s  i n t e r a c t i v e
element  transforms  a
pass ive  l i s ten ing
experience  into  an
ac t i ve ,  hands -on
activity. Instead of just
hear ing  the  story,
children can physically
participate  in  the  old
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lady's meal, reinforcing
the  sequence  and
making  the  narrative
more  memorable.

Why the
Interactiv
e Doll
Resonate
s with
Children
The  appea l  o f  the
There  Was  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A Fly  Doll  lies  in  its
p e r f e c t  b l e n d  o f
silliness and structure.
Young  children  are
natural ly  drawn  to
r e p e t i t i o n  a n d
sequencing. The act of
picking up each animal
and placing it into the
doll's  mouth  or  belly

slot  is  a  satisfying
motor  skill  activity.  It
a l so  g ives  them  a
sense  of  control  and
agency over the story.
Fur thermore ,  the
concept of an old lady
swallowing  animals  is
inherently  funny  to  a
preschool-aged  child.
The  absurdity  of  the
situation  sparks  their
imagination and invites
laughter .  The  dol l
makes  this  abstract
humor  concrete.  A
chi ld  can  hold  the
spider  that  "wiggled
and jiggled and tickled
inside her" and decide
where  it  goes  in  the
sequence.  This  direct
manipulation  deepens
their  comprehension
a n d  e m o t i o n a l
connect ion  to  the
rhyme.

EDUCATIONAL
VALUE: MORE
THAN JUST A TOY
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While it is undoubtedly
a  fun  toy,  the  There
Was  An  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly  Dol l  i s  a l so  a
powerful  learning tool.
Educators and parents
often use it to develop
a  range  of  cognitive
and language skills  in
children.

Building
Language
and
Sequenci
ng Skills
The cumulative nature
of  the  story  makes  it
an  excellent  tool  for
teaching  sequence.
When  using  the  doll,
children  must  recall
the  correct  order  of
animals:  first  the  fly,
then the spider, and so

on .  Th i s  p rac t i ce
strengthens  the i r
m e m o r y  a n d
unders tand ing  o f
narrative  structure.
Asking  a  child,  "What
d i d  t h e  o l d  l a d y
swallow after the bird?"
turns play into a gentle
memory challenge.
V o c a b u l a r y
d e v e l o p m e n t  i s
another  significant
benefit.  The  doll
introduces children to a
var ie ty  o f  an ima l
names  (fly,  spider,
bird,  cat,  etc.)  and
action words (swallow,
catch,  wiggle,  tickle).
By  associating  the
physical animal pieces
with  the  words  from
the song, children build
a richer vocabulary in a
natural ,  engaging
context.
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Developin
g Fine
Motor

Skills
Manipulating the small
animal  pieces  and
fitting  them  into  the
do l l ' s  des ignated
opening requires hand-
eye  coordination  and
dexterity.  For  toddlers
and  preschoolers,
these  fine  motor
movements are crucial
for  later  ski l ls  l ike
writing,  drawing,  and
using scissors. The act
of  grasping,  pushing,
and pulling the pieces
helps  strengthen  the
small  muscles in  their
hands and fingers.

Encouragi
ng
Imaginati
ve Play
Beyond the structured
song,  the There Was
An  Old  Lady  Who
Swallowed A Fly Doll
can  spark  open-ended
imaginative play. Once
the  bas ic  s to ry  i s
familiar, children often
c r e a t e  t h e i r  o w n
variations.  They might
ask ,  "Wha t  i f  she
swallowed a dinosaur?"
or use the doll in other
pretend-play scenarios.
This  type  of  creative
thinking is essential for
cognitive  development
and problem-solving.

A DEEP DIVE INTO
THE DESIGN AND
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FEATURES

Not all There Was An
O l d  L a d y  W h o
Swallowed A Fly Doll
products  are  created
equal.  Understanding
the  different  design
features  can help  you
choose  the  right  one
f o r  y o u r  c h i l d  o r
classroom.

The Doll's
Body and
Belly
The  most  distinctive
feature of this doll is its
translucent  belly  or
holding pouch. In many
popular  versions,  such
as  those  inspired  by
the  books  by  Lucille
Colandro or the classic
felt sets, the doll has a
la rge ,  c lear  v iny l
w i n d o w  i n  h e r
stomach.  This  allows
children to see all  the

animals  they  have
"fed" to her,  lining up
i n  t h e  c o r r e c t
sequence.  This  visual
confirmation  is
incredibly  satisfying
and  reinforces  the
story's  cumulative
nature.
Other  versions  use  a
fabric  pouch  with  a
z i p p e r  o r  V e l c r o
closure.  Whi le  not
transparent,  these
versions  still  allow for
interactive  feeding.
T h e  m a t e r i a l  i s
typically  soft,  durable
polyester  or  cotton,
designed  to  withstand
frequent  p lay  and
g e n t l e  m a c h i n e
washing.

The
Animal
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Pieces
The quality and design
of  the  accompanying
animals  vary.  High-
quality  sets  feature
animals  made  from
thick, laminated felt or
soft,  non-toxic  plastic.
They  are  designed  to
be safe for small hands
(usually  larger  than  a
choke hazard size, but
adult  supervision  is
recommended  for
children under 3). The
animals  are  o f ten
brightly  colored  and
fea tu re  f r i end ly ,
cartoonish  faces.  A
complete  set  typically
includes:

A small Fly
A Spider
A Bird
A Cat
A Dog
A Goat
A Cow
A Horse

Some sets also include
the sun or a die-cut of
the old lady herself for
a  felt  board  activity.
The  most  important
aspect  i s  that  the
pieces are durable and
easy  for  children  to
grasp.

Variation
s and
Models
You  can  find  several
different  models  of  the
There  Was  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  F ly  Dol l  on  the
market. Here is a quick
comparison  of  some
common  types:

Feature
Classic
Plush
Doll

Felt
Board

Set

Hand
Puppet
Style

Material

Soft
plush
fabric,
clear
vinyl
belly

Laminated
felt
pieces,
felt board
(optional)

Fabric with
a glove-like
interior
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Interaction

Feed
pieces
into the
belly
through
the
mouth

Place
pieces on
a felt
board in
sequence

Operate the
puppet and
"swallow"
pieces

Best For
Individual
play,
story
time

Classroom
circle
time,
group
activities

Interactive
storytelling,
performance

Durability
High,
stitched
design

Medium,
felt can
tear over
time

High,
machine
washable

Choosing  between
these models depends
on how you plan to use
the  toy.  For  a  single
child, a soft, plush doll
with  a  clear  belly  is
o f t e n  t h e  m o s t
e n g a g i n g .  F o r  a
teacher  lead ing  a
group, a felt  set on a
board  might  be  more
p r a c t i c a l  f o r
demonstrating  the
sequence to an entire
class.

HOW TO CHOOSE
THE PERFECT DOLL

When  se lec t ing  a
There  Was  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  Fly  Doll,  consider
your specific needs and
the  age  of  the  child.

Here is a helpful guide
to  making  the  best
choice:

Safety First:1.
Always check the
manufacturer's
age
recommendation
s. Ensure the doll
and all its pieces
are free from
small parts that
could pose a
choking hazard
for children
under three.
Look for non-
toxic materials
and sturdy
construction.
Consider the2.
Belly: A clear
belly provides
the best visual
feedback for
learning
sequence. If this
is your primary
goal (for
educational
purposes),
prioritize a doll
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with a clear vinyl
window. If the
toy is for general
imaginative play,
a fabric pouch is
perfectly fine.
Check the3.
Pieces: Are the
animal pieces
well-made? Are
they colorful and
easy to identify?
For younger
children, larger
pieces are easier
to handle. For
older
preschoolers,
smaller, more
detailed pieces
can be more
engaging.
Read Reviews:4.
Look for
feedback from
other parents or
teachers. They
often mention
the durability of
the doll, how well
the pieces stay in
the pouch, and if

the doll machine
washes well.
Incorporate the5.
Book: Many
versions of the
doll are sold
alongside a book.
Having the book
and the doll
together creates
a powerful
literacy
experience. You
can read the
story and then
act it out with
the toy.

CARING FOR YOUR
THERE WAS AN
OLD LADY WHO
SWALLOWED A FLY
DOLL

To  ensure  your  doll
remains  a  cherished
p a r t  o f  y o u r  p l a y
collection  for  years  to
come,  proper  care  is
essential.

Cleaning: Most
plush dolls can
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be spot cleaned
with a damp
cloth and mild
soap. For a
deeper clean,
check the care
label. Many can
be machine
washed on a
gentle cycle and
air dried.
Remove any
small pieces
before washing.
Storage: To
prevent losing
the small animal
pieces, store the
doll and all its
contents
together. A mesh
laundry bag or a
dedicated
storage bin
works well. Some
dolls come with a
pouch or bag for
this purpose.
Inspecting for
Wear: Regularly
check the doll for
loose stitching,

torn fabric, or
damaged pieces.
A small repair
early on can
prevent a bigger
problem later
and keep the toy
safe for play.

BEYOND THE
BASIC DOLL:
EXPANDING THE
STORY

Ownership of a There
Was  An  Old  Lady
Who  Swallowed  A
Fly Doll can open the
door to a wide range of
related activities. Here
are  a  few  ideas  to
extend  the  learning
and  fun:

Create Your
Own Cards:
Print or draw
pictures of the
animals from the
story. Use these
as sequencing
cards to put in
order before
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feeding the doll.
Sing-Along
Sessions: Use
the doll during a
sing-along. As
you sing each
verse, the child
feeds the
corresponding
animal to the
doll. This multi-
sensory
experience
reinforces
learning.
Story Writing:
For older
children,
encourage them
to write or tell a
new version of
the story. What
else could the
old lady swallow?
A train? A
dinosaur? A
pizza? They can
draw new
animals and add

them to the play.
Animal
Research: Use
the animals from
the set as a
starting point for
simple research.
What does a
spider eat?
Where does a
goat live? Turn
play into a mini
biology lesson.

A TIMELESS TOY
FOR A NEW
GENERATION

In  an  age  of  screens
a n d  d i g i t a l
entertainment,  the
simple tactile joy of  a
There  Was  An  Old
Lady Who Swallowed
A  Fly  Doll  is  more
valuable  than  ever.  It
brings a classic story to
l i f e  i n  a  w a y  t h a t
engages  a  ch i ld ' s
hands,  mind


