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It was only a year ago when Student Organ Donation Ad-
vocates, or SODA, had three chapters across the U.S. Now, 
the flourishing volunteer-led organization has sixteen chap-
ters across ten states, a sign that more high school and college 
campuses are recognizing the need for organ donation educa-
tion and advocacy among a younger age group.

The non-profit’s founder and president, Sara Miller, had the 
motivation to educate on organ donation long before SODA’s 
beginning in her freshman year at Washington University in 
St. Louis. “I came into college with that passion,” Sara says, as 
much of the reason why she created SODA was due to a tragic 
yet uplifting event that enlightened her and her family’s view 
on the importance of organ donation.

When Sara was in seventh grade, her older sister, Laura, was 
a freshman in high school. “We felt like a normal family,” 
Sara recalls. As Laura’s first year in high school was end-
ing, she began to experience headaches for a few weeks. One 
morning, after waking up disoriented and unable to see prop-
erly, Laura had a seizure and was rushed to the hospital in an 
ambulance. Once at the hospital, an MRI confirmed that Lau-
ra had a brain tumor, which doctors said could be removed 
in two days. Unfortunately, Laura’s condition grew worse, 
causing her to stop breathing while in the hospital. Four days 
later, Laura was pronounced brain dead.

When the option for donating their daughter’s organs was 
presented, Susan and Ron Miller only knew so much about 
organ donation and had questions. It was their two younger 
daughters, Sara and Rachel, who encouraged them to donate 
their sister’s organs, confident that in doing so, they would 
be honoring Laura’s life while saving another. After research 
and speaking to their Rabbi, the Millers decided to donate 
Laura’s organs, knowing it might provide hope to someone 
else and their family. Since then, the Miller family has advo-
cated for organ donation, sharing their story to increase do-
nor registration.

Yet, when starting college, Sara found that many individuals 
lacked the education on organ donation and were unaware of 
its significance. Inspired by her family’s story and motivated 
by other students who felt the same, Sara decided she needed 
to educate her generation, and thus Student Organ Donation 
Advocates began. “Students are a widely untapped popula-
tion. SODA provides a platform to activate students,” Sara 
explains that SODA’s main goal is to ensure the next genera-
tions are educated about organ donation and registered as 
organ donors.

Education is one of SODA’s two key focuses, alongside reg-
istration. To follow through on both initiatives, each SODA 
college chapter hosts events on their campuses. These include 
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programs such as organ registration booths and discussion 
panels. Trish O’Neill, whose life was saved by Laura’s dona-
tion, has spoken at one of these events with Sara, in hopes 
that their story will reveal the beauty in donation and inspire 
registration. The Miller family has had the privilege of meet-
ing Trish, which is a rarity as not many recipients and donor 
families meet. “My family feels like we were given a gift, too,” 
Sara expresses, as her family is just as thankful for the hope 
Trish gave to them as Trish is thankful for the Miller family’s 
decision to donate Laura’s organs. SODA chapters across the 
country have hosted many other recipients and donor fami-
lies to speak at events focused on inspiring and educating 
students.

SODA plans for a substantial amount of growth in the next 
year, as more students on high school and college campuses 
are starting chapters. On July 1st, SODA launched a blog. 
Alongside its existing social media accounts, this online plat-
form will allow the organization to share organ advocacy 
tips, tell its students’ inspiring stories, and highlight the life-
saving work of its chapters.

Throughout the school year, each SODA chapter promotes 
organ donation and registration, while remembering that it 
all starts with education.  c

If you want to get involved, there are two ways: Host an or-
gan donation event on your campus with SODA’s support 
through resources and funding, or, you can start a chapter at 
your own college campus. To do so, gather a team of two oth-
er students who share your vision, visit www.sodanational.
org/ and submit an application. For additional information, 
or if you want to follow SODA’s story, visit their Facebook at 
Student Organ Donation Advocates-SODA National, or their 
blog at www.sodanational.org/blog

This article is reprinted from TransplantNATION magazine.


