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ACTIVITY 5.2:  MAKING A RAINWATER CATCHMENT SYSTEM

We use water in many different ways. In some places, people are fortunate to have 
easy access to water that is safe, clean, and readily available in homes and schools 
at the turn of a tap. But millions of people around the world still do not have easy 
access to safe water nearby. Many children, and women, must make long, difficult 
journeys to collect water from unsafe sources. In some cases, students are kept from 
school in order to collect drinking water for their families.

Rain is the greatest source of freshwater. It can be stored and reused, offsetting the 
need for processed or treated water. Many of the activities for which we use water—
such as watering our gardens, cleaning our houses, and flushing toilets—can be 
done safely with harvested rainwater. It is important to note, however, that this water 
cannot be used as a source of safe drinking water unless it is filtered and treated.

Rainwater harvesting allows individuals and communities to manage their own water 
supplies. The term “rainwater harvesting” refers to the collection and storage of 
rainwater that runs off surfaces as it falls from the sky. Rainwater harvesting directs 
water from rooftops or other built surfaces into barrels or tanks. The water stored in 
these vessels can be used to carry out many everyday tasks.

In this activity, children will create a simple rainwater catchment system and learn 
its key components. This project is most likely to be appropriate for older students, 
ages 12–18.

Time: 90 minutes / Thematic Areas: Science, Environmental Education /  
Goal for Learning: Gain access to water for schools, homes, or the wider 
community by catching rainwater and storing it.

Materials:  Small, clean plastic bottles (1 for each student to use as a “rain 
barrel”) /  Scissors /  Mosquito netting or other finely meshed fabric; each 
student’s rain barrel will need a piece of netting approximately 30 × 30 centimeters 
(12 × 12 inches) /  Cellophane tape or glue stick /  1 piece of aluminum foil  
for each barrel, 30 × 30 centimeters (12 × 12 inches) /  1 straw for each barrel  
/  1 cup of water for each student
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ACTIVITY STEPS:

 1   Cut the water bottle evenly across, around one-third of the way from the top. 
Students will use the bottom part of the bottle for a rain barrel and the top 
part can be used to make the funnel. Make sure the bottom part is securely 
placed on a surface and able to stand on its own.

2   Cover the top of the bottle with the mosquito net or fabric, and secure the 
covering with tape or glue. Emphasize that all rainwater catchment devices 
must be covered at all times to keep the water from being contaminated by 
debris, animals, insects, etc.

3   Ask students to use the aluminum foil, the straw, tape/glue, and scissors to 
create a device that will funnel water into the container, but not through the 
netting on top of the container. Encourage students to innovate and engineer 
the best way to get the water into the container. Then reset the devices firmly 
on a flat surface.  
 
HINTS — Cut a hole in the side of the container, closer to the top than the 
bottom; the top of the water bottle or aluminum foil can be shaped into a 
funnel that drains into the container through the hole. The straw could also 
be inserted into the container through the hole. Students may need to prop 
the funnel part up against a wall or a box.

4   Test the students’ devices by pouring a cup of water into the channeling 
funnel or straw, without touching the device or the container. Note that if 
it is raining hard, or if water is poured too quickly, the funnel will overflow, 
causing flooding below. A catch basin can be very helpful in capturing and 
using this overflow in a constructive way. The aim is to represent a real-life 
water-harvesting system, in which rain is captured as it falls, without human 
intervention, while minimizing the damage that can be caused by excess 
water, i.e., flooding.
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