
 

Here is your key to adjusting those store-bought tops, dresses, and formal 

gowns so you can actually wear them!  No more having to pass up a beautiful 

garment because it is too low, strapless, or sleeveless!  With these instructions 

you’ll be able to take a piece of clothing from immodest to modest in half an hour 

or less.   

 

The first solution for a low necked top is to fill it in with either a panel of 

stretch lace trim or an insert of cotton knit (generally suitable for knits or 

stretchy lace garments only.)   

The second option is to adjust the shoulder seams to pull the neckline up 

higher.  I’ve given detailed instructions for this alteration on a couple different 

styles of tops. 

  With either of these methods you can easily make a neckline three or four 

inches higher! 

 



Method 1 

Filling in a V-Neckline with a Panel of Fabric 

 
You will need:  

¼ yard of 100% cotton knit fabric (interlock or jersey) - preshrunk 

Thread to match the garment 

Basic sewing supplies (pins, measuring tape, ruler, etc.) 

Fabric marker 

 

Here we have a v-neck knit top that is way too low to wear.     

   



 

1.          2.   

1. Measure from the lowest part of the neckline to the point you want the 

neckline to be filled in to.  Mark with a pin. 

2. Using the pin as your reference point, measure across the width of the 

neckline, adding at least ¾ of an inch on each side for seam allowance. 

3. With these measurements in hand, we can now cut our panel out of the 

fabric.  Take the height measurement and multiply this number by two.  

Add 1 ½ inches for seam allowance.  (In this example, we will have 3 x 2 = 

6 + 1 ½ = 7 ½ inches long.)  For the width, we will use the number we came 

up with (in this example, 6 inches).  It is always better to have a little more 

fabric than to come up short, so it might be best to cut the panel 8 inches 

high by 7 inches wide.  

 

4.    5.  



4. Once you’ve cut out your panel, fold it in half from top to bottom. 

5. Now fold it again from side to side so that it is ¼ of the original size. 

6.      7.  

 

6. Using a straight edge ruler, draw a diagonal line from one corner to 

the opposite corner.  Be sure to use a fabric pen with disappearing 

ink. 

7. Cut on the diagonal line and unfold the panel and discard the           

four small “scrap” triangles that are left over. 

8.  

8. Finish the raw edges of the fabric panel with a zigzag or overlock stitch.  

If the edges look slightly ruffly, iron it flat on the highest setting with steam. 



9.  

9. Finally, pin the panel into the shirt, keeping it centered and checking 

your placement with a measuring tape before you sew. 

 

10.  

10. On the outside of the garment,stitch the panel in place.  Have your 

needle stitch right in the seam between the binding and the bodice fabric.  

(Don’t forget to backstitch at the start and finish!) 

That’s it!  Now you can use this method for any number of tops or knit 

dresses that are too low.  You could even fill in a dressy or formal dress the same 

way using a panel of satin, taffeta, lined lace, or chiffon if you sew it in place by 

hand using invisible stiches on the outside of the garment and normal sized 

stitching on the inside. 



 
Now we’re going to look at filling in a shirt neckline with stretch lace 

trim as opposed to a panel of fabric.   

Many stretch laces are opaque enough to provide sufficient coverage, or 

just to make the wearer feel more comfortable if she has an almost-too-low top 

or dress. 

Here is one of my favorite casual dresses, but I’ve found myself 

constantly tugging the top of it further back on my shoulders.  Whenever this 

happens, I know that I need to fill in my neckline!  Watch how a little bit of 

lace transforms a scoopneck into something you can actually wear without 

looking like it’s been added on to.   

 



Method 2 

Filling in a Neckline with Stretch Lace Trim 

 
You will need: 

¼ yard of stretch lace trim (at least 1 ½” wide) 

 Thread to match the garment 

 Basic sewing supplies (pins, measuring tape, etc.) 

1.       2.  

 

1.  First of all, measure the height of the lace trim, excluding any “frayed” 

looking edges which are decorative and could not be stitched straight through.  

On this piece we have about 1 5/8”.   



2.  Now decide how far away from the finished edge of the neckline you 

will be stitching your lace.  Usually I like to sew mine right in the seam between 

the binding and the bodice fabric.  On this one the binding seam line is about 

5/8” away from the neck edge.   

Subtract this number from the width of the lace.  For instance, we’ll 

subtract 5/8” (binding width), from 1 5/8” (the lace width).  Whatever number 

you’re left with is how much higher the lace will be than the original neckline.  

Here in the picture (#2) I’ve marked our number (1 inch) up from the neck 

edge.  

3.   4.  

3. At the determined point where the lace will come up to, measure across the 

width of the neckline.  Start measuring about ¾ “ on either side of where the 

binding ends.  Even if you end up trimming off some excess, it’s just always 

better to have a little extra than not enough!   

4.  Cut a piece of lace this length.  (Here I’ve cut a piece that is 7 ¾ “.)  Fold the 

lace in half and pin onto the front of the neckline with the fold exactly at the 

center front of the garment.  Pin in place.       

5. (Picture on next page) Trim off the excess fabric to follow the shape of the 

neckline. 

6. (Picture on next page) Unpin the lace and finish both cut edges with a zigzag 

or overlock stitch.  If you leave the edges raw it will eventually unravel in the 

washing machine. 



5.          6.  

 

7.    8.  

7. Pin the lace into the neckline, with the pins on the outside of the garment and 

the lace exactly centered. 

8. On the outside of the garment, stitch the lace in place, backstitching when 

you start and finish. 

That’s all there is to it!  Of course this method is certainly not limited to scoopnecks; 

you can use it for  v-necks, square necks, and more.   

Lace trim can also be used for slightly dressier tops, such as silk knits and stretch 

lace blouses.  For this style of shirt or dress, follow steps 1 -7 exactly until you pin the lace 

into the neckline.  Then just handstitch in place, using invisible stitches on the outside and 

average sized stitches on the inside.   

Below are some examples of formerly too-low tops which are now wearable.  You 

can see that I’ve used daintier lace trim with the finer fabrics. 



 

 

 

Now we’ll  discuss taking in the shoulder seams.  This method is a great option when you 

don’t want to fill in the neckline or when the top only needs to be no more than 1” higher in the 

neck area.  It’s also perfect for making an already- filled in neckline a little bit higher.   

 I have often found that even necklines that appear modest when you’re standing up 

straight do not always stay up so well when you’re moving around!  This method helps deal with 

that problem on all kinds of garments – casual tops, dresses, and even some formal wear, too. 



 

Method 3 

Taking in the Shoulder Seams - Easy Version 

 
You will need: 

Pins 

Thread to Match 

Measuring tape 

1.  2.  



1. While wearing the top, pinch up the amount it needs to be taken in and mark 

with a pin.  (Remember, this method only works for 1” total or less, which 

means ½ ” in front and ½ “ in back.  Otherwise, the shoulder seam will pucker 

at the sleeve seam.) 

2. Lay the top (or dress) on a flat surface, wrong side out.  Starting at the 

neckline, pin in the determined amount, tapering the pins gradually in towards 

the shoulder seam and meeting up with the seam stitching about ½” in from the 

sleeve seam.  (On this top I wanted to take in 1” total, so I started the pins ½ ” 

below the shoulder seam at the neckline.) 

3.  4.  

3. Starting right after the sleeve, stitch in towards the neckline, following the 

pins and backstitching at start and finish of the shoulder seam.  If you wish, you 

can trim off the excess fabric between the new shoulder seam and the original 

shoulder seam, then finish the raw edges with a zigzag or overlock stitch. 

4. That’s it!  The top fits perfectly now and doesn’t gape when I’m bending 

over.  

The last method we will discuss takes a bit longer but is extremely helpful for clothing that 

is a few inches too low.  In order to take the shoulder seams in up to four inches, we will 

need to rip out several inches at the top of the armsceye seam to have the top of the sleeve 

be free from the shoulders.  Then you will take in the shoulder seam, gather the top of the 

detached part of the sleeve, and stitch the sleeve back into the armsceye. 



 

Method 4 

Taking in the Shoulder Seams – Longer Version 

 

You will need: 

Thread to match the garment 

Basic sewing supplies (pins, measuring tape, etc.) 

Here is the top before alteration.  As you can see it is quite low.

 



1.  2.  

1. Determine how many inches higher you would like the garment to be in the 

neckline.  Keep this number in your memory for a little bit later. 

2. Rip out 2 inches on either side of the shoulder seam, detaching the middle 4 

inches of the sleeve from the top part of the armsceye. 

3. 4.  

3.  Here is how the garment will look when viewed from up above the shoulder 

seam. 

4. On the inside of the garment, match up the front and back at the neckline 

and pin ¾” away from the original shoulder seam (or whatever number of 

inches your determined measurement was).  Notice that the back extends 

farther than the front does at the edge closest to the sleeve.  This is completely 



fine since we will trim off the uneven edges after the seam is sewn – the 

important part is that the front and back match up at the neckline. 

5.       6.

.  

5. Stitch the new shoulder seam in place, starting at the neck edge and following 

the pins exactly.  Trim the shoulder seam allowance down to 3/8”. 

6. Trim off any excess material from the bodice back at the sleeve edge of the 

shoulder seam.  Finish the raw edge of the new shoulder seam with a zigzag or 

overlock stitch. 

7.  



7. Place a row of long gathering stitches along the top of the sleeve on the 

portion which is detached from the bodice.  Pull up the thread, gathering the 

sleeve to fit back into the bodice.  

8. Pin in place. 

9. Stitch this seam 3/8” away from the edge (or whatever the width is on the rest 

of the sleeve seam), and finish the raw edges with a zigzag or overlock stitch.                 

8. 9.  

You’re done!  Look at how much higher the neckline is now! 

 



 

Making Modest Formalwear 
Now we come to my favorite subject – formalwear!  While all ladies absolutely love 

the opportunity to wear an evening gown, most of them nowadays are finding it 

increasingly difficult to find a formal dress that is not revealing in one way or another.  

Hundreds of ladies have mentioned to me either, ”Here is my wedding dress, but it’s too 

low and I want to put something in the neck area,” or, “My daughter picked out this prom 

dress but I want to put something on the shoulders so it’s not strapless.”   

I feel so badly for the girls at conservative colleges who don’t know how to sew – 

how could they possibly find a beautiful formal gown at their local department store that 

meets their university’s modesty standards?  “Nothing low, off- the- shoulders, strapless, 

spaghetti strap, sleeveless, too tight, too short, etc.”  Many of them fall back on the typical 

“cover it up with a shawl” treatment, or try to find a jacket that closes over the front of 

their dress to conceal the revealing neckline.  But such overused solutions need not be the 

standard any longer! 

In fact, the “too-low”, “strapless”, “off-the shoulder”, and “spaghetti strap” 

problems can easily be fixed in ways that produce stunning evening gowns, and most of 

them in a short amount of time.  One of them can even be completed entirely by hand, 

requiring no sewing machine at all!   

If you find that a dress you have doesn’t fall into any of the categories we discuss in 

this section, please email me and I will give you some tips.  (katrinaariana@gmail.com ) 

mailto:katrinaariana@gmail.com


 

Method 1 

Solution for: ~Strapless 

   ~Spaghetti Strap 

    ~Off-the -Shoulder 

     ~Low-cut 

This method is perhaps the most comprehensive of all of them, and requires only a 

few minutes of tacking by hand, with no machine sewing at all!  It will fill in at least a 

couple of inches at the neckline and provides sufficient coverage over the shoulders for 

most wearers.  Best of all, the additional fabric lends an elegant feel to the simplest of 

styles, and you’d never guess that the tulle wasn’t part of the original design! 

You will need: 
~ 1 ¾  yards of 54”  or 72” wide tulle (the lighter the color, the more width you’ll need) for the 

standard version  (Or  4 yards of 54” or 72” wide tulle if you want the tulle to drape down 

the back to the floor) 

~ Thread to match 

~ Pins, measuring tape, and hand needle 

~ Optional: 3 crystal, pearl, or otherwise decorative buttons or brooches 



 

Here we have a strapless dress that is a bit low in front. 

 

1. 2.  

1. and 2.  Measure from the front to the back where the strap would fall, adding 1 ¼” for 

seam allowances.  Multiply this number by two.  This is your strap measurement.  (This 

gown measured about 13 inches, plus 1 ¼ = 14 ¼, times 2 = 28 ½ )  

Note: For strapless and spaghetti strap styles, measure over the top of the shoulder as shown in the 

photographs.  For off-the-shoulder gowns, be sure to take your measurement more towards the edge of 

the shoulder.  You still want the tulle to cover the shoulder, but you’ll need a little extra fabric to 

follow the curve of the sleeve top.  If in doubt, add a couple extra inches on either side. 



3. 3. Measure along the top of neckline.(12 ½ “ here.)          

4. (No picture for this step.)  Add the neckline measurement (12 ½ “ in this case), to the 

total strap measurement you just determined.  (28 ½” in this dress – see step 2.)  This total 

number is the length of the tulle you will cut.  So for this dress you would cut a piece that 

is 41” by the entire 54” or 72” width of the tulle.  (Any leftover tulle can be saved for 

making rosettes that could accent shoes, hair clips, purses, etc. )   

5. Bunch up the tulle across the width of it (54” or 72”) till it is compact enough to fit in 

your hand.  Fold the tulle in half lengthwise (in this case, so the folded piece is 20 ½ “), 

and at the point where it folds in half, mark with a pin.  At this marked point, pin the 

tulle to the center front of the dress neckline.  Follow the tulle along the neckline and pin 

at the top sides where  the straps would normally be placed.  Pin at the right strap point 

and left strap point.  Hang remaining tulle down the back.    

 

Note: For spaghetti strap gowns, just cover the straps with the tulle and follow directions  exactly.  

For off-the shoulder styles, pin the bottom edge of tulle to top of the sleeves around the arm. 



6. Drape remaining tulle along the shoulders and tuck the raw edges to the inside of the 

dress.  You don’t have to worry about finishing the edges at all because tulle will not fray!  

Pin the tulle at the strap points in back of the dress.                                           

IMPORTANT  NOTE: In this photo you see the tulle pinned on the outside rather than the inside, 

because I wanted the tulle to drape all the way to the floor.  If you wish to have tulle “drapes” in back 

(and you therefore purchased 4 yds of tulle instead of 1 ¾ yds), pin on the outside.  Otherwise, pin on 

the inside.  

6.  

7. Thread your hand sewing needle and tack the tulle at the 3 pinned points in front and 

the 2 pinned points in back.  NOTE: If you have an off-the-shoulder dress, tack the sleeve 

edge of the tulle to the top of the formal fabric sleeve every inch or so to keep the two 

sleeves (the original dress’s sleeve and the tulle cap sleeve) from sliding apart. 

8.  



8. Now that your tulle is all stitched in place, you may want to add a decorative button or 

pin to each of the three points you stitched in front.   

Here is what the back looks like if you choose to add the “drapes”. 

 

That’s all there is to it! 

You could also use chiffon or organza in place of the tulle, though you would 

need to finish the raw edges with a machine if you went that route. 

 

 



 

Method 2 ~Adding Cap Sleeves 
This method is suitable for dresses that are: 

~ Strapless               ~ Spaghetti  strap 

You will need: 

~ ½ yard of formal fabric that matches your gown as closely as possible 

~ ½ yard of lightweight lining to match cap sleeve material 

~ Matching thread and basic sewing supplies (pins, seam ripper, etc.) 

 



Above is shown a fairly standard strapless gown.  Adding sleeves isn’t hard at all! 

1.       2.  

1. Measure how wide you want the cap sleeve to be and add a couple of inches for 

gathers/pleats and seam allowances.  (It’s always better to add a little more and cut off 

the excess than wish you had cut the piece larger!) 

2. Measure from the strap point at the front of the gown to the strap point at the back.  

Add 1 ¼ inches to this measurement. 

3. Cut two rectangles using these measurements out of your fashion fabric and out of the 

lining material.  Be sure to have the grainline running vertically, with the long edge of the 

cap sleeve piece parallel to the selvage.   

4.  5. 6.  



4. Pin one fashion fabric piece to the lining piece along the long edges with right sides 

together.  (For this and all future steps, repeat for other sleeve as well.)  Stitch in place. 

5. Press seams flat, then press them open. 

6. Turn right sides out and press.  You can see that the top and bottom still have raw edges 

at this step. 

7. 8.  

7. On both of the sleeve pieces, gather or pleat the unfinished edges till the sleeve is the 

desired width and baste in place.  Stitch gathers or pleats over the basting stitches with a 

regular length stitch.  For lightweight fabrics such as satin charmeuse, crepe back satin, 

faille, crepe de chine, or any other drapey material, the gathering method would be best, 

while matte satins, brocades, and slipper satins, and taffetas work better with pleating. 

8. Now lay the sleeve over the dress and mark with pins on the dress the width of the cap 

sleeve.  This will help you determine how much of the neckline seam to rip out in order to 

insert the cap sleeve into it.  Remember to mark at front and back strap points on both 

sides.   

9. (Photo on next page) At all four points that you marked with pins on the dress, you will 

need to rip out the neckline seam to create an opening for the sleeve.  To do this, turn the 



dress inside out and flip the lining up so you have access to the neckline seam.  Use your 

seam ripper to rip out as many inches as you will need for the cap sleeve to fit inside.  

(Don’t be surprised if you find there are more than two layers of material to rip out – 

formal wear gowns often have organza, cotton crinoline, or even flannel as an extra layer 

to help give the bodice more shape and support.) 

Note: If you have a spaghetti strap dress, cut the straps out at this time. 

9.  10.  

10.Sandwich the end of the cap sleeve in the opening between the two dress fabrics, with 

the sleeve lining next to the dress lining, and the sleeve’s formal fabric next to the gown’s 

formal fabric.  Make sure the strap extends 5/8” beyond the original neckline seam.  Now 

try on the dress with the sleeves pinned in place to test the fit before you attach them. 

11.  



11. Restitch the neckline seam closed, tracing the original line where the stitching was.  

Cut off the excess fabric at the end of the sleeve cap, press the seam, and turn it right side 

out.   

You’re done! 

 

While I explained the cap sleeve method using a formal dress, you could just as easily use 

these instructions to add cap sleeves to a casual strapless sundress, a spaghetti strap 

blouse, or any other garment lacking sleeves!  

   

 

 



 
Method 3 ~Adding a Ruffle 

Solution for low-cut necklines that are: 

~ Scoopneck 

 ~ V-meck 

  ~ Sweetheart neckline 

   ~ Square neck  

You will need: 

~ 5/8 yard of fabric – preferably something lightweight such as chiffon, chiffon georgette, 

organza, or charmeuse 

If you can’t find any lightweight fabric to match your dress, or if a soft ruffle would not 

fit the style of your gown, you can use a taffeta or silk dupioni or shantung.  Very stiff 

taffetas, brocades, or matte satins will not ruffle very nicely, though.  

~ Thread to match 

~ Basic sewing supplies (measuring tape, pins, etc.) 

 

Below you will see a photo of a square neck dress that is a little too low. 



 

1. Measure across the front of the top of the dress, shaping the measuring tape to match the 

conture of the neckline.  (You will only need to measure the area that you want covered 

with the ruffle.)  Multiply this number by two to determine what your length will be.   

(On this square neckline we have a 7 ¼” measurement, so 14 ½” will be the length.) 

1.  

2. Measure from the top of the neckline to the point you want the ruffle to stop at.  

Multiply this number by two and add 5/8 “ to find what the ruffle width will be. 

3. With these two numbers in hand, cut a piece on the bias (diagonal of the fabric) . 

 



4. Fold the fabric in half lengthwise with right sides together and pin along the raw 

edges. 

5. Stitch in place, turn right side out, and press. NOTE:  For a double ruffle, (the 

type that will be centered with half covering the dress neckline and half above it),   

press with the seam centered exactly down the middle.  For a single ruffle, (the type 

the is only seen above the neckline), press with the seam at the bottom edge, so the 

ruffle is folded exactly in half with the seam at one of the long edges.   

 

4.   5.  

 

6. Turn the raw edges of the open sides to the inside and slipstitch closed.   

6.  

 



7.For a double ruffle, (the type that will be centered with half covering the dress 

neckline and half above it), stitch  a row of gathering stitches right down the 

middle of the ruffle, with the seam exactly down the middle and the stitches 

centered over the top of it.      

 

For a single ruffle, (the type that is only seen above the neckline), gather at the 

bottom edge of the ruffle, with the ruffle’s seam at the bottom of the ruffle so it 

will be invisible once the ruffle is sewn into the neckline. 

 

(I have shown the double ruffle version in the following photos.) 
 

 
 

8.. For either ruffle, pull on the gathering threads until the ruffle now matches the 

size of the neckline.   



 

9. For the double ruffle, center the gathering stitches directly over the edge of the 

neckline and pin in place.  (Half of the ruffle should cover the garment, and the 

over half should be to the right of the garment.)  On the outside of the garment, 

stitch the ruffle to the dress, sewing exactly over the gathering stitches.  That’s 

it! 

For the single ruffle, you will need to use your seam ripper to rip out the garments 

neckline until you have an opening large enough to put the ruffle in.  Then insert 

the bottom edge of the ruffle (the edge that has the seam and is gathered), into the 

opening and sandwich it between the outer layer of fabric and the lining.  With the 

ruffle pinned in place, stitch the neckline closed along the garment’s original 

neckline seam.  Flip the garment right side out, and you’re finished! 

 

 

 


