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Hawks look to meet Woodson's defensive challenge

By Michael Cunningham  

The Atlanta Journal-Constitution 

7:57 p.m. Monday, April 19, 2010 

Playing defense for the Hawks can be just as taxing mentally as it is physically.

Their schemes can vary drastically depending on the combination of players they have on the floor. 

Players must quickly gauge things such as which opponent has the ball in which area of the floor before 

deciding how to react.

One thing stays the same. It’s what Hawks coach Mike Woodson calls the “individual challenge” of 

defense, and it doesn’t depend on systems or strategy.

“Just guard your man,” Hawks guard Jamal Crawford said.

The Hawks have stressed that basic principle as they look for a complete effort against the Bucks in 

Tuesday's Game 2 of the best-of-seven playoff series. The Hawks bothered the Bucks with their intensity 

early in Game 1 on Saturday but the Bucks found openings once they settled down.

After scoring just 40 points in the first half, the Bucks came up with 52 in the second half. Their shooting 

percentage jumped from 38 to 52 and they had nine assists compared to two before halftime.

The Hawks’ troubles shouldn’t be overstated after the 102-92 victory. The Bucks never got closer than 

seven points after trailing 62-40 at the half, but the Hawks still are trying to raise their level of play for the 

postseason.

“You are supposed to take pride in your defense from the opening gate,” Hawks forward Mo Evans said. 

“There have been times this season when we haven’t quite done that. Playoff basketball teams are going 

to make runs but we have got to keep that defensive intensity where, [with] a team like that, we should 

maintain that 20-point lead when we get it, especially when we are at home.”

The Hawks didn’t seem as focused defensively after starting with a rush of energy at Philips Arena. Then 

again, it's no easy task to consistently stop NBA-level players over a 48-minute game.

For one, the prohibition against hand-checking on the perimeter makes it tough to prevent quick 

opponents from getting into the lane. The Hawks don’t have any regulars with the speed to match Bucks 

rookie guard Brandon Jennings, who scored 34 points.
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Hawks center Al Horford and forward Josh Smith also face unique challenges. They often switch off their 

man to take on guards on pick-and-rolls. That makes it more difficult for opposing guards to use screens 

to turn the corner but it also leaves Horford and Smith defending quicker opponents on the perimeter.

Horford and Smith have a knack for both challenging guards when they pull up for jump shots and also 

recovering to alter or block shots at the basket when guards go by them. Bucks coach Scott Skiles has 

lamented his guards’ inability to take advantage of the switches.

“My mentality is to not give up a layup or a three,” Horford said of defending guards. “When I played in 

college for [Florida’s Billy] Donovan, I was put in a position of guarding a lot of smaller perimeter guys. I 

remember he used to tell us, ‘No threes and no layups.’ If they want to hit those long [two-point baskets], 

you can live with those as long as you are challenging them. That’s what I try to do.”

When either Smith and Horford (or both) head to the bench, it becomes even more complicated for the 

Hawks. Reserves Zaza Pachulia and Joe Smith aren’t adept at defending on the perimeter, so the 

switches aren’t always supposed to happen when their man sets a pick.

When to switch, when to fight through picks, when to trap the ball handler—Hawks defenders must make 

all of these choices in an instant. That takes focus and concentration, two attributes that can diminish 

with fatigue.

“It is probably the most coverages I have ever seen on a team,” Crawford said. “It’s a thinking-man’s 

game, for sure. You have to be quick on your feet and be quick making decisions.”

In an effort to tighten up their defense, the Hawks spent time going over their schemes in a video session 

on Sunday. They put some of those lessons to practical use in a Monday practice.

The Hawks will try to play better team defense in Game 2 but maybe more importantly they’ll look to 

meet Woodson’s individual challenge.

"[It's] not looking for help or asking for help but just guarding your man,” Johnson said. “We’ve got to get 

to that. It’s playoff time; we can’t hide anybody. Everybody has to be accountable.”
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