INSIDE HIGHLAND COLLEGE MEN'S BASKETBALL: Cooper 8th Cougar to go Division I
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There was a time when it seemed like a long shot for Swaney Cooper to even make it to college, much less get a degree.

But the Cleveland native has overcome a tough background to earn his associate's degree from Highland, and now will be taking his education and basketball career one step further.

Cooper has signed a letter of intent to play at Southern Utah, a member of the Mid-Continent Conference. He is the eighth member of this year's Highland team to sign with an NCAA Division I program.

“He's a kid that came in with not the best academic background, but now he's graduating and moving on,” said Highland coach Pete Norman. “That says a lot about Highland, but it says even more about Swaney.”

Cooper came to Highland after spending a year at Independence (Kan.) Community College. He sat out as a redshirt during the 2004-05 season before averaging 8.1 points and 4.9 rebounds a game last season.

It is Cooper's ability to get to the basket that grabbed the interest of Southern Utah coach Bill Evans. The Thunderbirds led the nation in 3-point field goal percentage last year, but an inability to do much on the boards helped explain the program's 10-20 record.

“We've been a pretty efficient team, but we really struggled in getting extra possessions,” Evans said. “That's one thing where we think Swaney can help us and get to the foul line with his ability to rebound the ball and those kinds of things, plus his strength and athleticism.”   

Evans said Cooper will likely be in a group of six players competing to be in the starting five.

“Competition from within is a healthy thing. We don't have a returner at the position where Swaney is playing,” Evans said. “There's an opportunity, but I don't determine who starts - (the players) determine that by productivity and practice and work ethic. ... from all indication Swaney will compete for a starting position.”

	

	


Playing in the Mid-Con, Cooper will face former Highland teammates Kourtney Calvin (Chicago State) and Matt Burks (IUPUI).

Since the majority of the conference is based in the midwest, Evans said it takes a strong personality to be able to deal with a the tough travel schedule that faces the Thunderbirds.

“You do have to be special to play here,” Evans said. “The road trips are long and hard.”

	

	


Just getting this far has been a tough enough road for Cooper to traverse. He left high school early, taking the GED to qualify for junior college.

“He had to work hard to get things done,” Norman said. “For kids in his situation, it's not that easy to do what he's done. Now he has one more step to continue to grow.”

Cooper said his experience at Highland helped him mature into a man.

	

	


“I learned to be patient,” Cooper said. “I was patient. I wanted something to happen right away, but I had to work my grades up from being lazy in the past. I had to handle my business.”

Though the town of Cedar City, Utah, is far away from home, Cooper said the opportunity to get a free education far outweighs being away from family and friends.

“In the long run it's gonna pay off. I'm getting a free education, I can't beat it,” Cooper said. “If I like it, (my family) loves it.”

	

	


Notes: The Cougars have added Chicago Hales Franciscan point guard Darien McKinstry to their incoming recruiting class. McKinstry is considered by some to be one of the best defenders from Illinois in the Class of 2006. ... Norman is also anticipating another Croatian import to compliment forward Matija Poscic. ... Eric Jones, a 6-foot-4 guard from Division I Southeast Missouri, is also expected to join the team.

	

	


