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FREEPORT -- Highland center Aaron Agnew stole the attention of the crowd every time he checked into a game this season. Next year, he'll be looking to do the same in front of an audience at a slightly larger level.
On Friday, the 6-foot-10, 350-pound center verbally committed to play for NCAA Division I Robert Morris (Pa.) University.
Not to be confused with Robert Morris College of Chicago, the suburban Pittsburgh school is a member of the Northeast Conference. The Colonials finished 15-14 last season.
While many players move to Division I after two years at the junior college level, for Agnew the move represents a return to the top level of college basketball. Agnew played at Iowa State as a freshman before transferring to Highland for his sophomore year.
"(Beginning) at Iowa State and going to a juco is a big change. It makes you kind of humble," Agnew said. "... It makes you a little more hungry. I got to play the NCAA tournament against North Carolina, now I'm at this stage. It (made me) want to get to that stage again. I think it will help a lot."
While playing at the junior college level increased Agnew's hunger to return to D-I, he knows that he'll have to decrease his hunger at the table. Agnew will be working with a personal trainer this summer, and hopes to lose somewhere in the neighborhood of 30 pounds.
Since very few Highland opponents had a true post presence, Agnew's size was often a detriment that limited his minutes this season -- as was his shaky touch at the free-throw line, where he shot 12 percent all season.
"There were times I wanted more playing time, but we were going against teams with 6-6 shooters," Agnew said. "I couldn't do much about that, and we were winning."
Highland coach Pete Norman thinks Robert Morris is a very good fit for Agnew, and expects the center to be even more productive at that level than he was as a Cougar.
"They think they need him, and he's very comfortable with that. He was looking for somewhere he felt comfortable," Norman said. "They felt good about him, that's important to Aaron. He left Iowa State with a bad taste in his mouth. Highland was good for him about feeling good for himself.
 "If he gets himself in shape, I think he'll do better at that level than he did at Highland." 
Agnew averaged 2.7 rebounds and 2.5 points a game, but it was his gargantuan size and easy-going manner that made him a fan favorite. Next year, he'll be a lot closer to his biggest fans -- his family. The Robert Morris campus is just about an hour from his native Bridgeport, Ohio.
Even with the proximity, Robert Morris coach Mark Schmidt did not recruit Agnew out of high school with bigger schools like Pittsburgh and Duquesne showing interest. But two years later, Agnew feels he's found the place where he's most comfortable.
"They'll bring me in and I'll get to play a good bit," Agnew said. "When I went up there for an unofficial visit and played with the team, I just got a good feel for the guys. That was the first time I had gone to a place and just met the guys and felt a part of the team."
