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Remembering Young Lives—One Penny at a Time 

Born in what she describes as a virtual “Norman Rockwell town of 2500 people and no 

red lights,” Melissa Swartz has lived in Mississippi all her life. Professionally, she ran 

the gamut from bank teller to radio DJ before discovering her calling as a seventh-

grade English teacher. 

After Swartz had been teaching for several years at Horn Lake Middle School, a 

colleague recommended that she read Jane Yolen’s novel about the Holocaust, The 

Devil’s Arithmetic. Moved by this book, Swartz added it to her seventh-grade 

students’ reading list and developed a unit on the Holocaust. The students—none of 

whom were Jewish—were shocked by what they learned. With additional educational 

materials and presentations by Holocaust survivors, Swartz enhanced the unit and 

used it as a tool to explore broader issues of prejudice, tolerance and acceptance. 

After Swartz had been teaching this unit for about two years, she and a colleague 

brainstormed about what else they could do to help their students grasp the reality of 

the Holocaust. The result was the birth of the penny project. With the support of the 

Memphis Christian Friends of Israel, Swartz’s students embarked on collecting 1.5 

million pennies—one for every child that perished in the Holocaust.  

Embracing the challenge of this project, the students overwhelmed Swartz with their 

enthusiasm. They wrote letters to celebrities, farmed penny jars out to local 

businesses, staffed booths at festivals and spent long hours after school counting 

pennies. In an inspiring YouTube video, Swartz chronicled some of the highlights from 

the first two years of her students’ journey through this project.  

From celebrities to neighbors, people supported the students’ efforts in astounding 

ways. For example, Jack Belz, a leading southern real estate developer, had the 

fountain drained at his famous commercial center, Memphis Peabody Place, so that 

the students could spend the day collecting thousands of dollars’ worth of coins for 

their project. In addition, a group of home-schooled students championed the Horn 

http://youtu.be/vdXFSQ5tJBU


Lake Middle School project as their own, contributing over $3,000 worth of pennies to 

the project at an International Holocaust Remembrance Day assembly. 

Over time, Swartz’s students became local celebrities themselves, appearing in 

newspapers and TV, and even being featured on CNN.com. In May of 2012, after two-

and-a-half years of collecting, students from Horn Lake Middle School achieved their 

goal of amassing 1.5 million pennies—an amount equivalent to four tons! 

Now what? The goal is to melt the pennies down and mold them into a sculpture 

memorializing the young lives lost in the Holocaust. Swartz’s husband, Michael, has 

designed the sculpture; a local foundry has offered its services to melt down the 

pennies; conversations are ongoing with an artist in Israel about sculpting the project; 

and discussions are taking place as to the future site of the memorial. 

Although the response to the penny project was overwhelmingly positive, there were 

critics who questioned Swartz’s decision to teach the Holocaust. Swartz is married to 

a Jew and plans to convert to Judaism herself someday.  But her reasons for teaching 

the Holocaust were educational, not personal. She considers this period to be an 

important part of history, which proved to be eye-opening for her students. In fact, it 

was to enhance her own knowledge of this period and to strengthen her academic 

credentials that she enrolled in Gratz’s online certificate program in Holocaust and 

Genocide Studies, an educational experience that she describes as “powerful.” 

For Swartz, the most important outcome of the Holocaust unit and the penny project 

was the impact on her students. The experience broke down barriers between them 

and transformed them into a more cohesive group. The penny project was also 

validating: it proved to the students that, regardless of their circumstances, they had 

the ability to accomplish something big. Noting that many of these students continued 

to work to their potential as they moved on to high school, Swartz concluded that 

“the project taught them something no lesson in a textbook ever could have.” 

Swartz’s husband, Michael, captured the essence of the penny project quite 

poetically in his conclusion to the YouTube video: 

 Pennies from heaven, perhaps; pennies for heaven, I think so. Regardless,  

 I suppose G-d does work in mysterious ways—bringing a community of  

 different faiths together to remember the most precious thing in our lives: 

children. 

Swartz is currently teaching at Southaven Middle School, a school in the same district 

as Horn Lake, where her curriculum includes a dual unit on the Holocaust and the 

Civil Rights Movement.   


