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Atlanta Hawks poised for
deep playoff run after flying
under radar
By J. Michael Falgoust, USA

TODAY

MILWAUKEE — Today's regular-

season finale for the Atlanta

Hawks is more about the future.

"Win or lose, it's important that we

play well," coach Mike Woodson

says of the game against the

Cleveland Cavaliers. "We're a

young team still learning to win at

a high level."

Woodson led the Hawks to their first playoff

appearance of the decade in 2008, taking the

eventual NBA champion Boston Celtics to seven

games in the first round. Last season, Atlanta

advanced to the second round.

The goal is to at least make the Eastern Conference

finals, which could require upsetting the No. 1-

seeded Cavaliers or the No. 2-seeded Orlando

Magic.

Based on results this season, that's unlikely. The

Hawks are 0-3 against the Cavs and 1-3 against the

Magic. Both teams pose problems for Atlanta inside.

The Hawks have an All-Star in 6-10 Al Horford at center, but his more natural position is power forward. He shares the frontline

with Josh Smith and Marvin Williams, both 6-9. There is no lack of confidence.

"We have a legitimate shot to play with any team and actually try to go further than we've gone in my first two years," says

Horford, in his third season. "We have more experience across the board. We've been in playoff scenarios, and adding a guy

who I think is the Sixth Man of the Year in Jamal Crawford has made our team that much better."

The Magic counter with 6-11 Dwight Howard, the NBA's leading rebounder, who outweighs Horford by 20 pounds. The Cavs

rely on 7-1 Shaquille O'Neal, who has at least a 60-pound edge, and 7-3 backup Zydrunas Ilgauskas.

But these numbers are more telling:

•In back-to-back losses to the Cavs in December, the Hawks were outrebounded 87-71. This month they were outrebounded

55-36 in a five-point loss.

•The Magic have had a 53-41, 45-35 and 43-34 edge on the boards in their wins and a 48-38 edge in their loss.

The Hawks will need to dominate the hustle plays to offset the disadvantage.

"Our intensity level has to be through the roof. We have to play harder than those teams," says Joe Johnson, Atlanta's leading

scorer at 21.3 points a game. "We have to be more physical, more relentless and more focused. We have to know that we can

beat those teams. You can't go in hoping to beat them."

Woodson had 13 wins in his first season, in 2004-05. He has led the Hawks to 52 this season, the team's best since 1996-

97. He wants to reach 53, especially with LeBron James sitting out tonight for the Cavs.

"I'm a realist. When I came here I knew it was going to be tough because we were coaching babies," Woodson says. "We had

to gradually take steps. Every year we've gotten better.

"Quietly, we've gone about our business this season. I love flying under the radar."
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