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----“Please, just call me SJ.” 

Dr. SJ Miller of Indiana University of Pennsylvania relaxes the classroom with a bit of a 

hunch in his shoulders and his hands in his pockets.  

Gauged ears. Tattoos from shoulder to fingertip. A crooked baseball cap with the letters 

CAL across the front. This does not describe the characteristics of most English professors. 

Maybe students in the Oak Grove, but not faculty.  

But what if we add a Ph. D in Educational Thought and Sociocultural Studies?  

SJ believes that students are as much his teachers as he is theirs. Rubbing his arms in the 

chilled room, SJ explained that something people may not know about him are the origins and 

importance of his tattoos. One such tattoo reads, “We have no friends, we have no enemies, we 

only have teachers.” 

“All my tattoos,” SJ said, “are moments from class that I want to remember, that have 

impacted me, and have helped me grow. I‟ve translated them into as many languages as possible 

to show the universality of care and empathy of people. 

“My teaching will always grow.” 

SJ‟s methods of teaching are just as dynamic as he is. With a passion for meeting new 

people and new minds, SJ explained that every classroom is different and that these differences 

have contributed to his classroom approaches. 



  His teaching style is self-reflective. It‟s attentive to students‟ needs. It‟s transformative. 

It‟s humorous. It‟s political. It‟s open-minded. It‟s organized. It‟s critical. It‟s comfortable.  

“The hardest thing is patience,” SJ said with a grin.  

In 1994, SJ was a teacher‟s assistant in a first grade classroom, the year before he began 

student teaching. They did a unit on hatching chickens. Each student got an egg, put it in the 

incubator, and kept a chart on the progress. The day the eggs started cracking and the chickens 

hatched, some were dead.  

“It was so hard not to laugh,” SJ chuckled. “Kids were cheering and crying at the same 

time and all I could think was „now we have to do a unit on the death and dying of chickens!‟” 

SJ feels that trying not to be stern is something he has to consciously work on. It is clear that 

humor is an integral part of his classroom.  

“I think most people can relate to humor,” SJ said. “I think it‟s a way to soften the 

intensity of a college environment. Something about humor is very comfortable.” 

One of SJ‟s prime focuses in his lessons is helping students understand who they are and 

where they come from. He wants them to think about how language can impact the students they 

are going to be teaching.  

“If students don‟t understand who they are,” he said, fire in his eyes, “they end up 

perpetuating negative stereotypes or they inadvertently discriminate, even through language.” 

During the 2010 fall semester, SJ had a conservative student who took offense to what he 

believed was a liberal lesson plan. In one lesson, SJ used three different videos to show bias in 

the media. The student was too intimidated to speak to him about it, but instead wrote his 



feelings in a paper. The points were very well taken by SJ, and, overall, he believed that his 

student was right.  

“I think there‟s an invisible fence of power,” said SJ, “I don‟t think students realize how 

much agency they have.” 

“Good teachers aren‟t made—they‟re born,” said Mike Sell, one of SJ‟s friends and 

coworkers at IUP since SJ began teaching at the university in 2005.  

Sell has come to believe that there are two kinds of teachers. The first kind is the teacher 

with excellent training and mentoring abilities. The second is the teacher who loves the 

classroom and is fueled by the dynamic of being in a room with people who want to learn.  

“SJ is both teachers,” said Sell. “[He] really loves working with students—working 

hard—and exemplifies the teacher with a sound education. He‟s a leader, charismatic.” 

When someone does something incredible, interest always sparks at the beginning. What 

drove this person to start? Why did they choose this path? Why did SJ become a teacher, which 

seems to be what he was destined to do? 

“Honestly, I think teaching found me,” he said. “Sort of a spiritual calling—a way for me 

to give back.” 

To say that SJ hit a rough patch in high school would be a gross understatement. In his 

sophomore year, his father left, sending his mother into a serious depression. He and his sister 

were left to put themselves through school.  

SJ‟s sister was still in elementary school when their mother‟s depression prevented her 

from being the parent they needed. Elementary students had the luxury of taking the bus to 



school—they didn‟t rely on a parent to drive them. SJ, however, was forced to hitchhike for the 

sake of learning. For a while, it was the only way he could get to school.  

One day, Donna Ringer, a history teacher at SJ‟s school, saw him hitchhiking and offered 

to take the beleaguered student to class.  

“She said, „I will take you to school until we figure this out,” SJ recalled. “I love this 

woman!” Ringer helped SJ for half of the school year, until he was able to buy his own car.  

Ringer was one of two stand-out mentors from SJ‟s days in high school.  The other was 

an anthropology teacher, John Zinn, who SJ describes as an “out-of-the-box person who opened 

doors and was there for him.” 

Despite the struggles in high school—or perhaps because of them—SJ prefers teaching 

high school to college. SJ describes high school classrooms as more intimate places, brimming 

with curiosity and innocence. 

“College has that,” SJ rebutted, “but because you‟re not with students every day, you 

don‟t build the same rapport. It takes longer and then the semester‟s over!”  

Renee Murren, 21, is taking SJ for The Structure of English. She is an English major who 

had to take the class, but deliberately chose SJ, basing her decision on his popularity among 

students.  

 “I find him to be very understanding,” said Murren. “When I had to miss a presentation 

due to personal drama that was taking place, I emailed him to thank him for his kindness and 

understanding and he wrote me back saying „sometimes life has to come first.‟” 

 


