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LESSON PLAN 

 

Revision by Translation 
 

by Erika Luckert 

 

This lesson uses translation as a way to teach revision in poetry.  

 

Grades: Middle and high school 

 

Opening Discussion: 

 

Ask students if anyone speaks a language other than English. Give the students a chance to share 

their other languages with each other, and ask if anybody has tried translating, either orally or in 

written form. What are some of the challenges of translating? 

 

Explain to students that even if you only speak one language, when you write, you’re taking part 

in a translation—you’re translating your ideas from your mind onto the page, into language that 

somebody else can understand.   

 

Mentor Text: 

 

Introduce Rainer Maria Rilke’s poem “Herbsttag.” [link] If you have a German-speaker in the 

class, you might ask them to read the poem aloud. You could also play an audio version like this 

one. 

 

Rainer Maria Rilke is a very well-known German poet, and so this poem has been translated into 

English by many different people. We’re going to read a selection of translations by different 

writers, paying close attention to the different ways they decided to render the poem in English.  

 

Read the first two translations aloud, and ask students to comment on the differences that they 

notice. You might ask students to circle the differences on their page, or mark them up on the 

board. As students note the differences between the two translations, ask them which version 

they prefer, and why. Some students may disagree—ask them to try and describe what it is about 

their preferred version that they like best. What effect do the translator’s choices have on the way 

we read the poem? 

 

Once students have become comfortable discussing the choices in the first two translations, 

continue through the other translations that follow. You may choose to discuss some at greater 

length than others, to address only a smaller set of the translations, or even to break students into 

groups to compare the various versions of Rilke’s poem.  

 

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/poet/rainer-maria-rilke
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AdM399k07Ho
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AdM399k07Ho


Writing Task: 

 

When students have compared and discussed enough different translations of the poem that they 

are well-versed in its content, ask them to write their own, ideal translation of “Herbstaag.” They 

don’t need to know any German to do so—instead, they can draw on the many different English 

versions, mixing and matching different translator’s lines, and even rephrasing them to suit their 

own version of the poem.  

 

Wrap-up: 

 

Invite students to share their translations of Rilke’s poem, and to talk about the choices that they 

made.  

 

After students have shared, you might ask them to consider any of these questions:  

 How does this compare to writing your own poetry? 

 How does translation relate to revision? 

 How could we apply this process to revising our own poems? 


