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Once a perpetual bottom feeder in the Eastern Conference, the Atlanta Hawks have made a name for themselves in the past 
few years. Comfortably situated in the fifth seed in the Eastern Conference and only a hot streak away from claiming the 

four seed, the Hawks will likely be returning to the playoffs for the fourth consecutive year.  
 

As the Hawks move into the later stages of the regular season, a playoff berth is all but assured. The key for the Hawks will 
be finding a way to advance past the second round of the playoffs, a feat that the team has not accomplished in its three 
consecutive appearances. Despite making the second round in the past two seasons, Atlanta did not record a victory in 

either series. The Hawks’ sweep at the hands of the Orlando Magic last year was the most lopsided four-game sweep in NBA 
history, with the Magic winning by an average of 25.3 points per game. 

 
The Hawks continue to be led by a solid balance of inside and outside threats. Shooting guard Joe Johnson leads the team 
with 19.9 points per game while center Al Horford has been nearly averaging a double-double with 16.4 points and 9.9 

rebounds per game.  
 

Shooting guard Jamal Crawford has provided a vital boost off the bench on the offensive end, putting up 15 per game. Josh 
Smith has produced another strong season with 16.7 points and 8.7 rebounds per game.  

 
The Hawks’ size is also an issue this season. Horford has been the most complete player on the team as a force on both the 
offensive and defensive end. Horford’s toughness was exemplified in the team’s 101-100 win over the Los Angeles Clippers 
on Feb. 5 at Phillips Arena. Having once held a 13-point lead entering the fourth quarter, the Hawks allowed the Clippers to 

come back to take the lead.  
 

Down by one on the final possession of the game, Horford drove hard to the basket before getting slammed to the floor by 
Clippers forward Blake Griffin. A flagrant foul was assessed to Griffin, and after being down on the floor for an extended 
period of time, Horford went to the free-throw line with under a second to play and knocked down both free throws to win 

the game. 
“When I say Al is a warrior, you know I mean that in every sense of the word,” Hawks Head Coach Larry Drew said after the 
game. “You’re practically going to have to wheel him off the floor for him not to shoot the free throws, and he stepped up 

and nailed them both.”   
 

Horford recognized the game as one of the biggest for the Hawks up to that point. 
 

“[The play] happened so fast, I did not have time to gather myself,” he said. “It was hard getting up because my leg felt weak. 
You could say this was our most dramatic win of the year.” 

 
Horford has faced issues with his position in the Hawks’ lineup, as he occasionally is forced to play as center despite being a 
natural power forward and being undersized as a center. To combat this, Drew has been starting journeyman seven-footer 
Jason Collins at center in an effort to give Horford a chance to play at his natural spot. If Collins and Zaza Pachulia can 

produce more quality minutes, Horford will be able to play where he is most comfortable and be even more effective in the 
post. 
 

The combination of off-season and midseason players moves has made the Eastern Conference stronger than it has been in 
the past decade. If they make a deep run in the playoffs, the Hawks acquisition of Kirk Hinrich could turn out to be one of 

the most underrated moves at the trade deadline. Perimeter defense is key in the playoffs. 
 

With the exception of the Orlando Magic — who run their offense around Dwight Howard and solid outside shooting from a 
contingent of players —, each of the top Eastern Conference teams have at least one dominant perimeter player. Hinrich will 

provide the Hawks with a much-needed boost on the defensive end and give them more depth on the perimeter. 
 

With the season drawing to a close, the Hawks are in a familiar position. More than in any other league, in the NBA with 16 
playoff teams there is a gap between the top bottom playoff teams and the final few in the mix.  

 
For the past few seasons, Atlanta has been in “playoff purgatory” — good enough to reach playoffs but never able to take the 
step to be a serious title contender. If the team can continue their balanced effort and Joe Johnson can emerge as a “go-to” 

scorer, the Hawks could finally take that step this spring. 
 

— Contact Dan Ziment. 
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