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Learning Objectives 

 Identifying the proper location for water 
solutions 

 Understanding the basics 

 Designing for form, function, and beauty 

 Installation 

 Management  

     and Care 
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Problems…. 

 What constitutes a problem? 

 How wet? 

 How long? 

 Soil consistency 

 Temporary/Long Term 

 Grading 

 Irrigation 

 Grey or Green 

 Use 
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Soil Testing 
Soil 
   -Soil infiltration Test 
 -Dig a hole and watch how fast the water stays, flows, or goes! 
  -18” deep hole 
  -Fill with water- let it drain completely over 6-18/24 hours 
   (amend soils)less than 6- typically functional 
   more than 18/24-try again!) 
  -Refill and record:   
  Infiltration rate= the rate fall of the  water in the  
   hole/time= inches/hour 
  -Use a ruler and measure the rate at which the water  
  drains- divide by the amount of time 
  -Standards:   
    I >or equal to 0.5 inches/hour- site will support 
   I< or + 0.5 inches/hour then under drain, or soil 
   amendment are needed or a different location 
               -Clay can drain!   
  -Compensate 
  -Go big or go home 
  -Rough it up (new construction) 
  - Compaction 
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Identifying and Utilizing 

 Water, Soil, Time 

 Don’t put a band aid on it! 

 Grow water loving plants 

 Add compost 

 Green Infrastructure or Grey! 

 Rain Garden Construction 

 French Drain or Dry Well or Drain 
Tile 

 Give in and create a bog or pond! 
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Smarter Not Harder…. 
-Use your resources…  (Dunnett/Clayden-Woelfle-Erskine/Uncapher-
 Steiner/Domm) 
-Look at examples/case studies 
-Utilize others with skill (may include your kids!) 
-Make it fun and solve a problem! 
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Identifying the Proper Location 
-Collect as much impervious surface water as possible 
-Best areas are where water drains but doesn’t hold 
-Minimum 10-15’ away from your home 
-Consider location of trees, utilities, easements, setbacks, 
understanding soil and the groundwater table 
- Consider the world around you- you are not an island! 
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Understanding the Basics 
Goals 
    -Water 
    -Flower 
    -Use 
    -Function 
 
Water 
   - Groundwater Table 
   - Surface Runoff 
   - Surface Cover 
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Understanding the Basics 
Location 
   -Trees 
   -Proximity 
   -Utilities 
   -Slope- (string and stake method) 
 -4% or less – 4” rain garden 
 -5-7% - 6” garden 
 -8-12%- 8” garden 
 -Greater than 12%- find a different location 
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Sizing your Rain Garden 
Goals, Water, Location, Soil…. Now what!!! 
 
Size your garden: 
 - Are any downspouts being considered? Does this include the 
 sump pump? What grey infrastructure do you need? Want? 
 - Surface- how much is being drained to this space 
 -Surface- what do you need/want to direct to this space 
 
Various methods: 
 - Complex and detailed 
 -Simple Calculations 
 -Cheats and Tricks! 
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Sizing your Rain Garden: Sump Pumps 

 Where do the sump pumps go? 

 Freezing 

 Overflow 

 Understanding flows 
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Sizing your Rain Garden: Grey  

 If you need the big tools- grey infrastructure is a 
must! 

 90% of the time we incorporate both methods 
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Sizing your Rain Garden 
-Measure the footprint of your house. This is the area taken up by your house if 
looking down from above. Multiply the length by the width of the house, the 
answer will be square feet. 
 
-Estimate how much of the area actually drains to the area where you want to 
install the garden. Typically, gutters drain to both ends of a house, so the length can 
be cut in half, but this is not always the case. 
 
-If you are collecting runoff from your driveway or a section of road, just estimate 
the size of the impervious surface draining to the spot where you want to put the 
garden, and continue to step 4. 
 
-Divide this area by 6. This calculation sizes the garden to hold one inch of runoff 
from the drainage area, in a garden 6 inches deep. The result is the area in square 
feet (or square meters) that you need for your rain garden. See the example below. 
 
-You can make the garden and shape you like, as long as it is roughly the size that 
you calculated above. Ovals or kidney-shaped gardens tend to look nicer than 
square or rectangular gardens, but it’s up to you. 
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Sizing your Rain Garden 
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Sizing your Rain Garden 

https://nemo.uconn.edu/raingardens/sizemap.htm AArnold_2023_PLP 



Sizing your Rain Garden 

http://raingardenalliance.org/right/calculator AArnold_2023_PLP 



Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
-Shape 
      -Utilize the lay of the land 
 -Any free form shape- can be a swale! 
 -Protect trees 
 -Better to size larger than smaller 
 - Fit will existing landscape (what is your landscape style?) 
 -How will it be viewed (one sided, multiple sides?) 
 -Remember where you want your water to flow 
  

 

AArnold_2023_PLP 



Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
-Excavate soil- Loose soils that offer filtration 

-Typical mix- 50-60% Sand/20-30% Topsoil- low clay/ 20-
30Compost or 30/30/30!  
-Utilize excavated soil to ‘regrade’ area to assist in rain garden 
form 

 
-Cover- gravel or mulch: 

-Erosion Control 
-Traps and holds moisture 
-May need reinforcements (select stones- especially at downspouts 
or slopes) 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
-Plants- the fun part!: 

-Wetland Edge plants 
-Sun/Partial/Shade 
-Aesthetics 
-Goals 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Designing for Form, Function, and Beauty 
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Installation- Dreams to Reality! 
-Excavate 
 -Remember to layout out stakes 
 -Figure out your shape 
 -You may need a berm or more complex basin; contour to land 
 -Smarter not harder! 
 -Hose and Yard Stick Method- understanding conveyance 
 -Buried Pipes- Sump Lines 

 -Level Basin-(keep sides around 60%) 
 -Outlet (need overflow!) is lower than inlet and safe from 
 erosion (berm/stones) 
 -Install your grey infrastructure first- connect all pipes! 
-Soil 
 -Add and make sure to account for slopes! 
-Plant 
 -Center- wettest plants 
 -Sides- occasional flooding 
 -Berm- dry! 
-Enjoy! 
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Management and Care 

-After installation- Now What? 
 

-Cover and Care-  
-Mulch or cover first couple of years 
-Plant for overlap and competition 
-Check inlet/outlet for erosion and slope/level over time 
-Clean downspouts and remove debris as needed 

-Weeding- 
-You will always have to weed (plant and plan for just a little!) 

-Cutting back- spring cut backs 
-Ignoring, editing, removing 

-Adding the details 
-Bird houses/Nesting Boxes 
-Benches 
-Hummingbird Feeders 

-Be flexible with change 
-Monitor and adapt 
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Final Thoughts 
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THANK YOU! 
 

AMANDA@PLANIT.LAND 
630-200-1485 

WWW.PLANIT.LAND 
 
 

Amanda Arnold, PLA, ASLA, LEED AP-BD+C, SITES AP, ILCA 
PlanIt Landscape Perspectives, LLC 
Adjunct Faculty College of DuPage 
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IMAGE NOTES: 
 
FEEL FREE TO CONTACT FOR DIRECT LINKS AND NOTATIONS: 

 
CONSERVATION FOUNDATION 
UNITED STATES BOTANIC GARDENS 
CREATING RAIN GARDENS- WOELFLE-ERSKINE/UNCAPHER 
SCIENCE NOTES 
UNIVERSITY OF CONNECTICUT/NEMO 
RAIN GARDEN ALLIANCE 
TERRA LANDSCAPES 
NEW FAIRFIELD’S HAMLET HUB 
STORM WATER ALLIANCE 
US WATER PROOFING 
OLD FARMER’S ALMANAC 
PLANIT LANDSCAPE PERSPECTIVES, LLC 
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