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Purplestem Aster 
Symphyotrichum puniceum 
 
Height: Up to 4 ft. 
Blooms: June 
Light: Sun—Partial Shade 
 

 
 
The branching flowers of 
the Purplestem aster are  a 
light-violet to light-blue 
color.  

Blue Vervain 
Verbena hastate 
 
Height: Up to 5 ft. 
Blooms: August 
Light: Sun 
 

The Blue vervain displays 
slender, blue, flower 
spires. Naturally occurs 
on shorelines throughout 
the state. Another 
favorite for butterflies 
and other pollinators.  

Golden Alexander 
Zizia aurea 
 
Height: Up to 3 ft, 
Blooms: May—June 
Light: Sunt Partial Shade 
 

 
 
Golden alexander is easy 
to grow and maintain . It 
has great value to 
butterflies and insects. 

For a more in-depth rain garden manual, 
visit UW-Extension’s  

How-To-Manual at: 
http://clean-water.uwex.edu/pubs/pdf/rgmanual.pdf 

Or call the UW-Extension learning store at 1-877-947-7827 

Rain Gardens help decrease the risk of 

flooding in an urban environment by 

retaining storm-water runoff. 

http://clean-water.uwex.edu/pubs/pdf/rgmanual.pdf


 When weather events result in large amounts of rainfall, 
most of that freshwater runs off of roofs, yards and streets directly to 
the city’s water treatment plant. Properly designed rain gardens help 
store a lot of this freshwater runoff by slowing down the surface flow 
and allowing the water to be dispersed slowly into the soil.  Slower 
and more evenly dispersed storm water runoff results in cleaner 
groundwater, recharged aquifers, and less flooding within an urban 
environment. 

 A rain garden is a specialized garden designed to use 
rainwater and reduce the amount of freshwater runoff caused by 
storms.  Rain gardens are typically placed near the end of a 
downspout, on the side of a hill, or next to a driveway; anywhere that 
rainwater is directed to! The ideal size of a rain garden  ranges from 
100-300 square feet and anywhere from 3 to 8 inches deep. Giving a 
rain garden depth increases its ability to hold water after a storm. 

Monkey Flower 
Mimulus ringens 
 
Height: Up to 3 ft. 
Blooms: July—September 
Light: Sun 
 

 
 
The Monkey flower 
typically blooms a light 
blue-violet color but is 
sometimes pink or white. 

Interrupted Fern 
Osmunda claytoniana 
 
Height: Up to 4 ft. 
Light: Partial Shade—Shade 
 
 

 
 
The Interrupted fern is a 
larger fern that tolerates 
standing water. 
 

Cutleaf Coneflower 
Rudbeckia laciniata 
 
Height: Up to 7 ft. 
Blooms: August 
Light: Sun—Partial Shade 
 

The Cutleaf coneflower 
attracts many moths, 
butterflies, and skippers. 
The American Goldfinch 
also enjoys the seeds it 
produces. 

Sensitive Fern 
Onoclea sensibilis 
 
Height: Up to 15 in. 
Light: Sun—Shade 
 
 

 
The Sensitive fern is a 
highly adaptable fern. 
Dark brown fruiting body 
is prominent in the fall.  

Meadowsweet (Shrub) 
Spirea alba 
 
Height: Up to 5 ft. 
Blooms: July 
Light: Sun 
 

The fragrant 
Meadowsweet is a good 
soil stabilizer with showy 
white flowers. Its roots 
are also a source of 
aspirin.  



Fireweed 
Epilobium angustifolium 
Height: 3-4 ft. 
Blooms: June—August 
Light: Sun—Partial Shade 
 
 

The Fireweed got its 
name for its ability to 
grow soon after a fire 
disturbance. Its tall flower 
spike is a popular source 
of nectar for many 
species of butterflies.  

Bottlebrush Sedge 
Carex comosa 
 
Height: 2-3 ft. 
Light: Sun—Partial Shade 
 
 

A cool season grass with 
long, stiff, widely spaced 
bristles on the seed head. 
Grows during the spring 
and fall when the soil is 
cooler.  

Spotted Joe Pye Weed 
Eupatorium maculatum 
 
Height: up to 5 ft. 
Blooms: August 
Light: Sun—Partial Shade 
 

 
A popular garden plant. 
Many different parts of 
Spotted joe pye weed are 
useful for pollinators in  
addition to its nectar. 

Blue Flag 
Iris versicolor 
 
Height: 2 ft. 
Blooms: June 
Light: Sun—Partial Shade 
 

 
 
Blue flag iris has brilliant 
blue-violet flowers and 
can tolerate shallow 
water. 

Giant Sunflower 
Helianthus giganteus 
 
Height: up to 5 ft. 
Blooms: August—September 
Light:  Sun 
 

 
A tall sunflower that is 
a favorite nectar 
source of bees; 
bumblebees especially. 

Building Your Rain Garden 

 Ideally, rain gardens placed in a yard setting should be built 
on a naturally sloped area, more than 10 ft. away from a 
downspout where most of the roof’s storm water runoff escapes. 
Successful rain gardens are typically 100-300 square feet and are 
built on a 3-12% slope. The goal of a rain garden is to increase 
water infiltration in an area over which water normally flows. Slope, 
drainage area, and soil type all come together to determine the size 
and depth of your rain garden. A rain garden can be any shape, but 
10-15 ft. wide is recommended. Rain gardens that are crescent or 
kidney bean shaped tend to be successful because they maintain a 
funnel-like shape that helps capture as much water as possible. 
While digging your rain garden, keep in mind that you will need to 
build a berm on the down hill side of the rain garden to help trap 
water. A berm is a wall gradually decreasing in height as you near 

the front of the rain garden.  Make sure the berm is well 
compacted so it doesn’t wash away after the first rain. 

Berm 



10 ft. 

6 in. 

Slope Depth 

4% or less 3-5 inches 

5-7% 6-7 inches 

8-12% 8 inches 

Area 

 To approximate the area of roof that will be contributing water 
to your rain garden, it is easiest to calculate a rough measurement of 
the entire roof area in square feet and multiply it by the percentage of 
roof adding water to the rain garden. In the example below, the total 
roof area is 2,400 square feet, and the run-off area is 25% of the roof. 
For this example, the drainage area equals 600 square feet. 

Area of roof = Length X Width 
Area X Runoff % = Drainage Area 
 
40 ft. X 60 ft. = 2400 sq. ft. 
2400 sq. ft. X .25 = 600 sq. ft. 

60 ft. 

 

25% 

40 ft. 

Slope 

 Once the slope is calculated, the depth of the rain garden can 
be established by following the table below. To determine the slope 
of your desired rain garden, stake in a rope at least 10 feet long from 
the top of the slope to the bottom. Use a level to make sure the rope 
isn’t angled from stake to stake. Divide the “rise” over the “run” and 
multiply by 100 to get the percentage of slope.  *Note: 10ft. = 120 in. 

Soil 3-5 in. 

Deep 

6-7 in. 

Deep 

8 in. 

Deep 

Sand 0.19 0.15 0.08 

Silt 0.34 0.25 0.16 

Clay 0.43 0.32 0.20 

Size Factor for rain gardens 

less than 30 feet from 

downspout. 

Size Factor for rain gardens 

more than 30 feet from 

downspout. 

Soil Size Factor for 

All Depths 

Sand 0.03 

Silt 0.06 

Clay 0.10 

Soil 

 The final step to determine the layout of a rain garden is soil 
type. The rate at which water moves through the ground is depend-
ent on what kind of soil is present. To test your soil, collect a few tea-
spoons of soil, 4 to 6 inches from the surface. Place 2 teaspoons of 
soil into your hand. Add drops of water until the soil is moldable. If 
you are unable to form the soil into a ball, or it crumbles when a little 
pressure is applied, your soil is sand.  If your soil forms a ball, place it 
between your thumb and forefinger to form a ribbon by gently 
squeezing the soil upward with your thumb.  If the ribbon breaks be-
fore 1 inch, your soil is silt. If it breaks between 1 and 2 inches, the 
soil is clay. If the ribbon is longer than 2 inches you must find another 
site because the soil will not be suitable. By using your depth and soil 
type, find your rain garden’s size factor. Then, use the formula below 
to determine the recommended size of your rain garden. 

Drainage Area X Size Factor = Recommended Rain Garden Size 
Example:  600 sq. ft. X .25 (silt) =  150 Sq. ft. Rain Garden 

Calculating the Size of Your Rain Garden 


