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Atlanta presses ballhawking as regular
season winds down
By Jeff Zillgitt, USA TODAY

Atlanta Hawks coach Mike Woodson put together a video

montage of his team's excellent and poor defense this

season, hoping to "get them over the hump and get them to

the point where they're doing it for 48 minutes instead of 38

minutes."

That message — "my big harp all year, pushing guys to

defend every night" — has been noted.

•"We need to keep up with our defensive philosophies,"

versatile Hawks forward Josh Smith said. "The big

difference for us in losses is not doing the right things

defensively on a consistent basis."

•"One of the things we can improve on is just being more consistent on

defense," said undersized but overachieving center Al Horford (6-10, 245). "We

don't put entire games together."

They must do that to make a deep run in the postseason and overcome likely

Eastern Conference obstacles in the Orlando Magic and Cleveland Cavaliers.

The 45-25 Hawks are tied with the Boston Celtics for the third seed in the East,

41/2 games behind No. 2 Orlando.

The Hawks get another chance today, in Atlanta, to measure up to the Magic,

who are 3-0 against them this season and 6-1 over the last two seasons.

The inside-outside game of Magic center Dwight Howard and an arsenal of three-point shooters

have made it tough for the Hawks.

When Atlanta limited Howard to 12 points and seven rebounds Jan. 9, Orlando won 113-81.

When the Hawks cut down on Orlando's three-pointers Jan. 30, Howard got 31 points and 19

rebounds in a 104-86 victory.

Woodson needs Atlanta to do both — limit Howard and close out on the shooters. But he can

also say he is pleased with "Smooth" (Smith's nickname) and Horford, especially their defense

in the lane.

"Smooth and Horford really stand out in terms of our interior defense and ability to make plays for us," Woodson said. "They've

been great this year."

Horford, 23, an All-Star for the first time this season, averages 14.3 points, 9.7 rebounds and 1.1 blocked shots. Smith, 24,

was in the All-Star discussion. Not only does he do everything, he does it all well. He is the only player averaging at least 15

points, eight rebounds, four assists, two blocks and 1.5 steals.

At 6-9, 234, Smith has had the potential to do all of that. But a selfish attitude from the three-point line kept him from displaying

his all-around game. Despite never shooting better than 31% on three-pointers, Smith wasn't shy about launching them.

He entered the season with a promise not to shoot the three. He has taken seven, and his shooting percentage has risen. His

scoring dropped but his assists, rebounding, steals and blocks are up.

"I'm just enjoying everything on the court," Smith said. "Doing the right things this year. Playing the right way on the court. Just

maturing as a player."
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