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Best of 2014-15 season's first half 

By: ESPN.com 

We're halfway home in 2014-15. Who's been tearing it up thus far? Our esteemed panelists make their 

picks for the best of the NBA season's first half. 

1. Which is the best team of the season's first half? 

J.A. Adande: Golden State Warriors. It's rare we can slap the label of "best" alongside "most 

entertaining," but the Warriors consistently play fun games -- and consistently win them. WhenAndrew 

Bogut joins Stephen Curry, Klay Thompson, Draymond Green and Harrison Barnes in the starting lineup, 

the Warriors are 22-1. Bogut brings the interior defense to go with the Warriors' stellar backcourt. Bring 

back the "We Believe" -- only this time it's time to believe the Warriors can win it all, not just a series. 

Kevin Arnovitz: Golden State Warriors. Versatility is golden. When you have four or five guys on the 

floor for 48 minutes who can move the ball, shoot from distance, defend multiple positions and make 

sound decisions, it's difficult to lose. That's increasingly true with or without a healthy Andrew Bogut, 

although they're a better team when he's on the floor. 

Tom Haberstroh: Golden State Warriors, with the NBA's nastiest defense by a mile and an offense that's 

even scarier as of late. They're 22-1 with Andrew Bogut and Klay Thompson in the starting lineup, and 

they're averaging 118.6 points over their past 10 games. That reads like a typo. Good luck poking holes 

into this team. 

Marc Stein: Atlanta Hawks. Who am I to argue with the committee (of one)? Put me down for the team 

that just topped ESPN.com's weekly NBA Power Rankings for the third successive Monday. I admit that it 

doesn't feel great inside picking against a team that's 33-6 in the almighty West with a ridiculous double-

digit average win margin of plus-11.7, but you're ultimately not going to get any apologies from me for 

picking the Hawks over the Warriors. Atlanta has played an equally irresistible brand of a team ball as 

Golden State and is an unconscious 27-2 since Thanksgiving. The Hawks' lack of top-shelf star power 

compared to the Dubs, furthermore, neuters any protests you want to register about them getting to 

live in the East for me. They're 27-2 since Thanksgiving, people.  

Michael Wallace: Golden State Warriors. We knew they had the offense and depth. But what's put them 

clearly over the top in this debate is the way they've defended, especially on the perimeter, with 

Draymond Green and Klay Thompson emerging as All-NBA defenders. That development makes them 

seemingly unstoppable. 

2. Who's the best player of the season's first half? 

Adande: Stephen Curry. He's the only player in the top 10 in scoring average, assists average and total 3-

pointers. (James Harden is half an assist from joining the club, but his team has twice as many losses.) 



Bottom line: Curry has the ball in his hands the most in the league's best offense, and he has taken on 

added defensive responsibilities. 

Arnovitz: Stephen Curry. This isn't the way volume shooting is supposed to work! Doesn't he know that 

guys who fire up more than 15 shots a game -- almost half of them from beyond the arc -- aren't 

supposed to shoot 50 percent and compile a true shooting percentage of 63.6? Factor in the defensive 

piece of Curry's game, where he's learned how to navigate screens and when to offer help off the ball, 

and it's an easy call. 

Haberstroh: Stephen Curry. With Kevin Durant and LeBron James hurting this season, the door has 

flown wide-open for Curry to take the lead as the NBA's best player. And he's taken full advantage. He 

leads the NBA in real plus-minus (plus-8.3), and it's not even close. His per-game numbers might not 

jump off the page, but that's because he and the Dubs are too busy blowing teams out so badly that the 

game lasts only three quarters. 

Stein: Stephen Curry. My head legitimately hurts already trying to separate the Hawks and Warriors ... 

as well as coaches Mike Budenholzer and Steve Kerr. So I am absolutely not ready, on Jan. 20, to launch 

into an MVP holy war. I'm going with Curry simply because (A) no can dispute that he's right in the heart 

of the MVP chase, (B) I love his left-handed fling passes to the corners so much that I want to sneak him 

onto my next All-Lefty Team,  and (C) I find it truly amazing that he is now giving us the fanciest footwork 

in the league on a nightly basis after all the fretting we used to do about his supposedly suspect ankles. 

Great first half. 

Wallace: Damian Lillard. A controversial pick, I know, but I give him the slight edge over Steph Curry 

because he has slightly less to work with in Portland and is still getting it done at an elite level, home or 

away, on a nightly basis. Lillard has all the tools. He's got Chris Paul's timing, John Wall's speed, Russell 

Westbrook's athleticism and a touch of Curry's shooting. He's blended it all into a sneaky MVP formula. 

3. Who's the best coach of the season's first half? 

Adande: Mike Budenholzer. Buying in? His players are acting like this season is one long after-Christmas 

sale and they have unlimited gift cards. There's such commitment to the offense down to the very end 

of the shot clock; they're willing to run the offense longer than opponents are willing to stick with 

defense (while the Hawks play some stingy D themselves). The Popovich coaching tree never looked so 

fruitful. 

Arnovitz: Mike Budenholzer. Want a coach who can devise an airtight system that still allows players to 

improvise and make intuitive decisions? Check. Want a coach who places a premium on building a 

professional workplace, but one that's so mellow and drama-free that 15 guys genuinely like being with 

one another? Check. As the Hawks hit the market this winter, Budenholzer might be the franchise's best 

asset. 

Haberstroh: Mike Budenholzer. No team has outperformed preseason expectations like the Hawks. 

Amid offseason turmoil in the front office, Budenholzer mastered a pass-first culture that has 



opponents' heads spinning. For perspective, the Hawks needed until April 6 to notch their 34th win last 

season. They're already there this season. 

Stein: Stop with this line of questioning. Just stop. I'm splitting my vote between Mike Budenholzer and 

Steve Kerr. That's my answer. We're not filling out an official league awards ballot where they include 

that pesky line about no split votes. So there. I'm going with Budenholzer (for masterminding Spurs 

East) and Kerr (for making a mockery of know-it-alls like me who said he'd have some real early hurdles 

to overcome by stepping right into Mark Jackson's old locker room). Just try and stop me. 

Wallace: Mike Budenholzer. Borrowing San Antonio's style is one thing. Getting players not named Tim 

Duncan, Manu Ginobili and Tony Parker to execute it each night in near flawless fashion is quite another 

accomplishment. Statistically, the Hawks don't have a player ranked among the top 30 in scoring and 

would be hard-pressed to make a clear case for any single All-Star candidate. But they're a relentless 

team that has taken the league by storm. Credit Budenholzer in a major way. 

4. What's the biggest surprise of the season's first half? 

Adande: Milwaukee Bucks. We didn't know that Jason Kidd, in his second year coaching, could go from a 

veteran team in Brooklyn to a young team in Milwaukee and adapt so well. We didn't know this 

roster could spend as much time ahead of the star-studded Cleveland Cavaliers in the standings as it did. 

I've spent almost as much time staring at the roster and trying to make sense of this. 

Arnovitz: That the arms race escalated as quickly and fervently as it has. Rajon Rondo, Josh Smith,Corey 

Brewer, Jeff Green, the Cavs' wheeling and dealing, etc. At this rate, the February deadline will be 

anticlimactic because there won't be much left on the shelves. 

Haberstroh: Since I've already given a shoutout to the Hawks, I'll say the Detroit Pistons' resurgence in 

the post-Smoove era. They have a better point differential this month than Portland, Houston, 

Memphis, Oklahoma City and Chicago. Who saw that coming after they started out 5-23? Coach Stan 

Van Gundy is putting together a Motor City masterpiece. 

Stein: Milwaukee Bucks. Atlanta's starless band of runaway conference leaders and their coach could 

easily dominate this category, too, but I think we've all hit our limit on Hawks (and Warriors) love. So 

give it up for Jason Kidd. No one on Earth had the Bucks pegged to be over .500 at this stage. But some 

of us have been saying for months that Kidd was a brilliant, young coach no matter how his exit from 

Brooklyn was framed, which he proved with the way he turned the 10-21 Nets around after Jan. 1 last 

season and the way he's getting so much out of the young Bucks now even after losing Jabari Parker. 

Wallace: Atlanta Hawks. The Hawks' rapid rise and takeover in the East is the biggest stunner in the 

league so far. People forget, but Atlanta has a string of more consecutive playoff appearances going 

than any other team in the conference. So they've always been sort of right there, although not at the 

top of the class in quite this dominant a fashion. They're getting it done with commonsense, team-

oriented basketball. To see this team overcome a tumultuous summer and have this kind of success so 

far is fantastic. 



5. What's the biggest disappointment of the season's first half? 

Adande: Milwaukee Bucks. I'm disappointed for them, not with them. Because as promising as this 

season was, we won't see the Bucks' maximum potential filled because of injuries to Jabari Parker 

and Kendall Marshall. Parker would have really benefited from a taste of playoff basketball. In Parker's 

two years of college and pro basketball he's had only four postseason games: three ACC tournament 

games and a first-round loss in the NCAA tournament. These days players come back from torn ACLs as 

if it were nothing. There's no way to make up for missed playoff games. 

Arnovitz: Cleveland Cavaliers. Let's allow for the fact that it takes time for a newly assembled team to 

jell, because that's commonplace in the NBA. What's surprising, though, is how ... joyless the basketball 

in Cleveland is. What should be an exhibition in team choreography looks like an absolute chore. 

Nobody is having fun, which has rarely been the case on a LeBron James team. 

Haberstroh: New York Knicks. Monday's win was the first time in over a month that the Knicks held a 

double-digit lead at Madison Square Garden at any point in a game. The Mecca has turned into a mess. 

The surprise isn't that fans started showing up with paper bags on their heads; it's that they didn't do it 

sooner. 

Stein: The Eastern Conference. And I'm specifically referring to the top of the Least for once as opposed 

to all the usual railing we do about the fact that 35 wins might be enough for a playoff spot. Cleveland 

and Chicago, for a variety of reasons, have underperformed when they were supposed to walk into the 

East finals. It's still early, of course, but weren't you counting on a lot more from both by now? 

Wallace: Cleveland Cavaliers. Hovering around the .500 mark isn't exactly where LeBron expected to be 

at this point in the season after returning home. What's been most disturbing about the Cavaliers' 

relatively rough start is that there is no major injury to speak of outside ofAnderson Varejao's. Now that 

LeBron is back from his mental and physical hiatus, they seem destined to hit a stride as newly acquired 

rotation players J.R. Smith, Iman Shumpert andTimofey Mozgov settle into some key roles. 



 

 


