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For Agnieszka Pregowska, playing in her freshman season at the New Jersey Institute of Technology proved what most people in New Jersey already knew about her -- she is one of the best volleyball players in the state.

Pregowska, known to most as Aggie, graduated last spring from Bridgewater-Raritan High School. She led the Panthers to back-to-back state championships and was the New Jersey High School Player of the Year for her senior season. Over the summer, Aggie and her teammate Alexsandra Wolak won the Great American Volleyball AVP Wildcard tournament in New Jersey on June 26, earning them an automatic trip to the AVP Belmar Open on July 8. Their first round match-up was against World Champions Misty May-Treanor and Kerri Walsh.

May-Treanor and Walsh swept Aggie and Wolak in just 29 minutes, but during the match something happened that is not typical for competitions involving the Olympic Gold Medalists: most of the fans were cheering for Aggie.

"It was nice when my name was being chanted and not theirs," Aggie said. "It felt good!"

Granted, the match was in the first round and took place during the morning session, but the fan support at the Belmar Open attests to Aggie's popularity in New Jersey. That is part of the reason Aggie chose to stay close to home for college. She just finished her first season for the New Jersey Institute of Technology Highlanders.

"Jersey is my home now," she said, "and as someone once said to me, I'm representing New Jersey, I'm a local hero. That should give anyone some incentive to stay here."

Aggie may be a poster child for volleyball in the Garden State, but she was not always a Jersey girl. Aggie was born in Poland, where her father Maciej played in the Polish national league for ten years and introduced her to the sport when she was very young.

Aggie's international roots have given her a large incentive to succeed in volleyball.

"Many great players come from foreign countries, and I just want to be one of those great players one day," she said.

NJIT is a Division II school and does not provide the same level of competition Aggie is used to. As a result, playing for the 9-20 Highlanders has given Aggie a whole new set of challenges. On a team comprised mostly of sophomores and freshmen (the Highlanders had two juniors and only one senior this season), Aggie has taken a leadership role on the team. She was the Central Atlantic Collegiate Conference player of the week once and rookie of the week twice. She was also named to the All-CACC First Team. Aggie finished the season averaging 5.67 kills per game and had 584 kills total, more than twice as many than any of her teammates.

"I've always played great competition and it never really occurred to me until this year that I would have to do every thing in my power to provide help and support to my teammates," she said.

Opportunities for Aggie to play for Division I schools were not lacking, but it was difficult to find a school who's volleyball program would accommodate her academic goals. She began her freshman year in NJIT's School of Architecture, and is not taking a light load of classes for her first term.

"Classes are extremely hard," she said. "My basic studio class and graphics class [both for the architecture major] are both 4 hours long."

In addition to her architecture courses, she is taking a humanities class and a math class.

"All classes are so demanding, and no breaks are ever given," Aggie said. "School is very tough, but I think it is a challenge - which I like."

With her educational expectations met, playing volleyball for NJIT has been a challenge for Aggie as she struggles with the knowledge that she could be playing for a more competitive Division I school.

"Although I have what I want here school-wise, the level of play was not what I intended it to be, as well as the level at which the conference played," Aggie said. "I would have rather signed with a Division I school, that way I could have seen much better competition."

Despite her misgivings, staying close to home and pursuing her academic goals have proved more important to Aggie for the time being.

"It was a tough season that I went through, very rough transition from the volleyball that I was used to," she said, "but in the end I think it was for the best in my future choices."

Still, Aggie hopes that her future seasons will bring greater challenges and a more successful team. Next year will be very telling as the Highlanders will compete as a Division I school.

"It is hard to say that I am happy, knowing that the level of play in which I want to play at is not here yet. Next year the team is suppose to get very good recruits as well as [becoming Division I]," she said.

Despite her desire for a more competitive environment, Aggie is proud of her accomplishments with the team and her presence in the conference this season.

"I am glad that I had the opportunity to set records and give this school some [recognition] in the conference," Aggie said. "It's about having fun and playing out there, and working for what you believe in. Achievement starts with the impact you make on the team, and I would not want it any other way."

Aggie enjoys the chance to showcase her ability, and the thought of possibly sitting out her first season at a more competitive Division I school does not appeal to her.

"I have always been the big impact on the team, always a go to girl, and thinking about sitting, not being able to show my talent, does not give me any reason to go to a Division I school," she said.

After graduation, Aggie hopes to continue playing volleyball, although she would prefer to be playing on the beach. She still maintains her ties with Great American Volleyball and hopes that her connections there will lead her to opportunities in the future.

"GAV has given me so much inspiration, not only playing with good players, but meeting players that have had experiences like I did, playing against the best. It stimulates your passion to play hard and to play with heart," she said.

GAV was created in 2002 by longtime New Jersey volleyball player Wayne Gant to stimulate the declining participation and talent of beach volleyball in New Jersey. Anyone from beginners to professionals can participate in GAV's 22 summer events, which are sanctioned by AVP.

"What sets GAV apart is the service that we provide," Gant said. "We provide a very player friendly atmosphere, top of the line equipment, good prizes and higher prize money than most other organizations."

The organization has experienced constant growth since 2002 and includes categories for men, women, and coed teams. Aggie's participation in GAV events has helped her develop as a player and given her exposure to great competition.

"On the women's side, Aggie is the new young gun that is breaking into the top level of players in New Jersey. For a long time it has been the same top New Jersey players winning most of the events without any good young players challenging them," Gant said. "In the last two years, Aggie has played in just about every GAV event and I think that has definitely helped her improve as a player."

Aggie agrees, saying "I think that my experience with GAV has improved my game very much, and it made me a smarter player as well. When playing beach, the court is yours, you can not count on five other players."

Her experience with Great American Volleyball has fueled her desire to play beach volleyball in the future.

"Beach [volleyball] is a passion of mine," she said. "It's something that I want to keep experiencing for the years to come."

