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What is a rain garden?

Water Smart Landscapes

 
Compared to a conventional 
patch of lawn, a rain garden  

allows about 30% more water 
to soak into the ground.

Lawn watering can double  
residential water use in  

summer.

Native plants attract and  
support more wildlife,  

including butterflies, birds and 
bumblebees.

The term “xeros” means dry in 
Greek.

A xeriscape is a garden planted with wildflowers and native plants 
that are drought-tolerant and do not need extra watering. Good 
areas for xeriscapes include the south sides of buildings and areas 
with rocky or sandy soil. 

A rain garden is planted with wildflowers and native plants that 
soak up rain water. Downspouts from the roof of a building are 
directed into the rain garden. After a storm, the garden fills a few 
inches deep as the water filters slowly into the soil. 

A greenspace that is built with water in mind, rather than by trying 
to change water’s natural flow will mean money saved and a 
healthier environment too!

1. Less erosion means healthier soil on the land, and healthier 
water because less sediment will runoff. Too much sediment in 
water is bad for fish and plant growth. 

2. Little to no extra watering means that you will be conserving 
water  and saving money and time spent on garden  
maintenance. 

3. Pollution is prevented when water runoff is slowed or stopped. 
Nutrients like nitrogen and phosphorus, fertilizers for plants 
which fuel algae blooms in lakes, will be trapped in the garden.

Did you know?

What is a xeriscape?

What are the benefits of a water friendly landscape?

A Xeriscape Garden from prairieurban-
garden.ca

A Rain Garden from Prairie Flora.com

How can I start a water friendly landscape project at school?
Landscaping projects take time and money to master but don’t let 
that deter you. There are resources available to support your school 
with your greening project. The new environmental and sustainabil-
ity focus in education and our community has spurred many new 
grants and funding opportunities. FortWhyte Alive’s Naturescape 
for Educators program has resources and funding links at www.
fortwhyte.org/naturescapeforeducators.

http://www.fortwhyte.org/naturescapeforeducators
http://www.fortwhyte.org/naturescapeforeducators
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Water Smart Landscape Ideas
Science
•	 Go on a hike on your school grounds or in a nearby 

park, preferably an area with a map, following a rain 
event. Mark areas that are well drained and those 
that are very wet on the map. Have students take 
soil samples (about 1 cup each) from each location 
to examine.

•	 Examination of soils can be done using the activity 
“What’s in my soil?” from the USGS: http://educa-
tion.usgs.gov/lessons/soil.pdf. For smaller scale  
experiment, try using clear pop bottles for  
separating soil in the water/detergent solution. How 
are soils from the locations different? How does this 
affect the moisture of the soil?

•	 Have students make recommendations on the value 
of a xeriscape garden vs. a rain garden on your 
school grounds. 

•	 Research what kinds of native plants grow in wet 
and dry habitats in Manitoba. Plan a rain garden or 
xeriscape garden maps for your schoolyard. 

Social Studies 
•	 Learn more about the history and purpose of 

gardens. Have students interview an older relative 
or friend who has a garden (flower or vegetable). 
Why did they decide to start gardening? Was there 
someone that taught them how? Has their reason 
for  having a garden changed over time? How much 
water must they use to keep the garden going? Do 
the gardens provide extras such as butterfly habitat 
or vegetables to eat?  

•	 Investigate a backyard garden in a different part of 
the world that you are studying. What plants are 
grown there and why? Compare and contrast to 
gardens in Manitoba.

Mathematics
•	 Maintain rain gauges around your school yard. Use 

geometry and rainfall measurements to determine 
how much water is collected and drained from 
the school roof and/or school parking lot during a 
rain event. Use climate normals from Environment 
Canada to estimate how much in an average year. 
Where is that water currently going? What pollut-
ants could be carried in that water? Could the water 
be captured and used in a rain garden?

•	 Compare the below estimated irrigation needs 
of conventional lawn, eco-lawn and a xeriscape 
garden of the same size.  How much water in total 
would be required for a 50m2 area? Over a 3 month 
summer? If average household water use is 900  L 
per day, by what percentage would their water use 
increase during the summer with each of these 
landscape options?

Water depth Number of times
Conventional 
lawn

5 cm Once every 3 
days

Eco-friendly 
lawn

2.5 cm Once per week

Xeriscape 
Garden

0.5 cm Once per month

Websites of Interest
•	 Urban Runoff: Flowing Blue and Green activity from R4R: http://r4r.ca/en/resource/urban-runoff-flowing-

blue-green 
•	 Earth Partnership for Schools: University of Wisconsin, Rain Garden Projects: http://uwarboretum.org/eps/

research_act_classroom/rain_garden_curriculum.php
•	 Evergreen School Ground Greening Grants and Resources: www.evergreen.ca/en/programs/schools/
•	 Prairie Flora Garden Services: www.prairieflora.com, Prairie Originals Native Plants: www.prairieoriginals.

com

Do you teach your subject outside and have  
lesson plans to share? Why not enter the Get Out 
and Teach Contest this year! Submit your lesson 
plan and be entered to win some great prizes. 
Visit www.fortwhyte.org/teachereducation to 
enter! 

Contact education@fortwhyte.org to:

1. Get ideas and resources for greening your 
schoolyard. Naturescape for Educators 
pamphlets on planning, natural playspaces, 
and butterfly gardening are now available!

2. Book an Outdoor Educator PD session to 
learn more about how to make an outdoor 
learning experience in any subject safe and 
fun for everyone.
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