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THE REMARKABLE STORY OF IRENA SENDLER AND
THE LIFE IN A JAR PROJECT

Throughout history, there are stories of extraordinary courage
that deserve to be told and retold. One such story is that of Irena
Sendler, a Polish social worker who risked her life to save
thousands of Jewish children during the Holocaust. Her legacy is
beautifully preserved and shared through an educational
initiative known as Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project.
This project has not only revived the memory of an unsung
heroine but has also inspired countless individuals around the
world to stand against injustice and hatred. This article explores
the profound story behind Irena Sendler, the creation of the Life
in a Jar project, and its enduring impact on education and
humanitarian values.

Who Was Irena Sendler? A

Profile in Courage

Irena Sendler, born in 1910 in Otwock, Poland, was a Catholic
social worker who worked with the Warsaw Social Welfare
Department during World War Il. At a time when Nazi forces
occupied Poland and began the systematic persecution of Jewish
people, Irena felt a deep moral obligation to act. She used her
position as a social worker to gain access to the Warsaw Ghetto,
where she organized a daring rescue network that saved
approximately 2,500 Jewish children from certain death.

Sendler and her collaborators smuggled children out of the
ghetto in suitcases, ambulances, toolboxes, and even body bags.
They provided them with false identity papers and placed them
with Christian families, convents, and orphanages. To preserve
their true identities for potential reunion after the war, Irena
wrote their names on thin pieces of tissue paper and buried them
in glass jars under an apple tree in her neighbor's garden. This jar
would later become the symbolic centerpiece of a remarkable
educational project.

In 1943, Irena was arrested by the Gestapo and brutally tortured.
She never revealed the names of the children or her
collaborators. Sentenced to death, she was saved at the last
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moment when Zegota, the Polish underground organization,
bribed a German officer to secure her escape. She continued her
work in hiding for the remainder of the war.

The Birth of Life in a Jar:
How a High School Project
Changed History

The name Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project originates
from a high school history project that grew into an international
movement. In 1999, a group of students from Uniontown, Kansas,
led by their teacher Norm Conard, were researching for a
National History Day project. They stumbled upon a brief mention
of Irena Sendler in a magazine article that read: "Irena Sendler
saved 2,500 Jewish children from the Warsaw Ghetto." The
students were astonished that they had never heard of her.
Intrigued, they decided to dedicate their project to uncovering
the full story.

The students—Megan Stewart Felt, Elizabeth Cambers, Janice
Underwood, and Sabrina Coons—named their project Life in a
Jar, inspired by the jars Irena had used to hide the children's
names. They began extensive research, writing letters, and
making phone calls. Eventually, they made contact with Irena
Sendler herself, who was still alive and living in Warsaw. An
incredible transatlantic friendship developed, and the students
traveled to Poland to meet the woman they had come to admire

so deeply.

The Mission and Vision of
the Project

The Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project has a clear
mission: to educate people about the Holocaust, promote
tolerance, and inspire acts of courage and compassion. The
project, now led by the Lowell Milken Center for Unsung Heroes,
continues to share Irena Sendler's story through performances,
educational materials, and community outreach.

At the heart of the project is a dramatic performance written by
the original students. This play has been performed thousands of
times in schools, universities, and community centers across the
United States and around the world. The performance does not
merely recount historical facts; it draws audiences into the
emotional and moral complexities of Irena’s choices, encouraging
them to reflect on their own capacity for good in the face of evil.

The Impact of the Life in a
Jar Project on Education

The educational impact of the Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler
Project cannot be overstated. It has become a powerful tool for
teaching the Holocaust in a way that connects students
emotionally and ethically. Rather than focusing solely on
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statistics and atrocities, the project highlights the story of a
single individual whose actions made a profound difference.

Key educational contributions of the project include:

« Empowerment through History: The project shows
students that ordinary people can accomplish extraordinary
things. It challenges the notion that one person cannot
change the world.

e Cross-Cultural Understanding: The story of Irena
Sendler bridges cultural and religious divides, emphasizing
shared humanity over differences.

e Critical Thinking and Moral Reflection: Students are
encouraged to consider what they would do in similar
circumstances and to examine their own moral choices.

e Active Citizenship: The project inspires young people to
engage in their communities and stand up against
prejudice and discrimination.

Teachers around the globe have adopted the play and
accompanying curriculum materials to enrich their history and
social studies classes. The story offers a counterpoint to the often
overwhelming narratives of violence and persecution, providing a
tangible example of resilience and hope.

The Global Reach and

Recognition of the Project

Since its creation, the Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project
has achieved remarkable recognition and reach. The original
students were honored at the United Nations, and their story has
been covered by major media outlets including CNN, ABC News,
and the BBC. Irena Sendler herself was nominated for the Nobel
Peace Prize in 2007 (she ultimately did not win, but her
recognition was widespread).

The project has also inspired the creation of similar educational
initiatives around the world. Schools have established their own
"Life in a Jar" clubs and activities, focusing on unsung heroes
from various historical contexts. The message that courage and
compassion can exist even in the darkest times resonates across
generations and cultures.

In Poland, Irena Sendler is now widely honored as a national hero.
A museum dedicated to her life and work has been established,
and her story is included in school curricula. Much of this
renewed attention can be traced directly back to the Life in a Jar
project, which brought her legacy back to public consciousness.

Key Lessons from Irena
Sendler and the Project

The Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project offers several
enduring lessons for humanity:



1. Ordinary People Can Be Heroes: Irena Sendler was not
a politician or a military leader. She was a social worker
who saw injustice and chose to act. Her story proves that
heroism is accessible to anyone.

2. The Power of Documentation: The jars of names
represent the importance of preserving memory. Irena’s
meticulous records ensured that stolen identities could
eventually be reclaimed. In a similar way, the Life in a Jar
project preserves her memory for future generations.

3. Resilience in the Face of Oppression: Despite arrest,
torture, and threats to her life, Irena never wavered. Her
resilience is a testament to the strength of the human
spirit.

4. Education Can Change the World: What began as a
simple high school project grew into an international
movement. This demonstrates the profound ripple effects
that learning and curiosity can have.

5. Silence is Complicity: Irena Sendler’s actions stand in
stark contrast to the silence of many who witnessed the
Holocaust. Her story urges us to speak up and act when we
see injustice.

Irena Sendler's Legacy and
the Continuation of the

Project

Irena Sendler passed away in 2008 at the age of 98, but her
legacy is very much alive. The Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler
Project continues to expand. The Lowell Milken Center for
Unsung Heroes now oversees the project, ensuring that her story
remains accessible to new generations. The center also promotes
the stories of other unsung heroes from history, fostering a
broader culture of recognition and gratitude.

The glass jar has become a powerful symbol of this project. It
represents not only the physical jars that held the children's
names but also the idea that memory itself can be preserved and
passed on. When students perform the play or read Irena's story,
they become part of a living chain of remembrance. They are, in
a sense, helping to carry those jars forward into the future.

How to Get Involved with
Life in a Jar

There are many ways for individuals and schools to engage with
the Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project:

e Perform the Play: The script is available for schools and
community groups to perform. It has been translated into
multiple languages and adapted for different age groups.

¢ Access Educational Materials: The Lowell Milken Center
provides free curriculum guides, lesson plans, and
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multimedia resources that complement the story of Irena
Sendler.

* Host a Presentation: Many speakers associated with the
project are available to give talks and presentations at
schools, universities, and community events.

* Share the Story: Simply telling others about Irena Sendler
and the Life in a Jar project is a meaningful way to keep her
legacy alive.

e Support the Center: Donations help expand the
educational reach of the project and support the discovery
of new unsung heroes.

Why This Story Matters
Now More Than Ever

In a world still marked by conflict, prejudice, and indifference, the
story of Irena Sendler and the Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler
Project carries renewed urgency. It reminds us that the fight
against hatred and injustice requires courage, but also that such
courage exists within ordinary people. The project encourages a
proactive approach to history education, moving beyond passive
learning to active moral engagement.

The project also serves as a bridge between generations. It allows
young people to connect with a historical figure in a deeply
personal way. When students perform the play, they are not

merely reciting lines; they are embodying the values of empathy,
responsibility, and bravery. This experiential learning leaves a
lasting imprint.

Furthermore, the story challenges the idea that heroes must be
celebrated immediately or that their work is always recognized in
their lifetime. Irena Sendler lived in relative obscurity for decades
after the war. It was only through the persistent curiosity of a few
high school students that her story finally reached the world. This
is a powerful reminder that it is never too late to recognize and
honor those who have done good.

CONCLUSION: THE JAR THAT HOLDS HOPE

The Life in a Jar: The Irena Sendler Project is far more than a
historical account; it is a living testament to the power of
remembrance, education, and moral courage. From a simple jar
buried in a Warsaw garden to a worldwide educational
movement, the project has transformed how we understand
heroism and Holocaust history. Irena Sendler saved lives through
her bravery, and the students who launched this project saved
her story from oblivion. Together, they remind us that every act
of kindness, every stand against oppression, and every effort to
preserve memory matters. In a world that often focuses on
darkness, the Life in a Jar project invites us to look for the
light—and to become carriers of that light ourselves. The jar is
still open, and the names within it call us to remember, to act,
and to hope.



