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Jeff Van Gundy, Hawks rave over Nets’ gym-rat coach 

By Brian Lewis 

When the Nets entrusted their head-coaching job to Kenny Atkinson, many questioned whether an 

untested assistant would be able to gain the respect of veteran players and the trust of free agents. 

Listen to the team he’s leaving, and it’s clear he already has. 

With the Hawks preparing for Tuesday’s playoff game against the Celtics, they were lamenting the loss 

of their lead assistant but happy for the 48-year-old Long Islander and convinced his hometown Nets 

were fortunate to be getting him. 

“He’s a really cool dude. I’m happy for him,’’ Jeff Teague said. “All the work he does with me personally 

— the late nights, the early mornings — [glad] to see him have the opportunity to be a head coach, and 

he deserves it. 

“He’s someone who knows the game inside and out, someone that loves the game. … He’s always in the 

gym, first one here every day. He wants someone to win. He is going to bring a different culture to 

Brooklyn. They’re lucky to get a guy like him.” 

The Nets (21-61) need all the luck they can get. Atkinson has been to the playoffs as an assistant under 

four different head coaches, with the most recent gushing over him. 

“It says a lot about Kenny,” Atlanta’s Mike Budenholzer said. “He’s helped make our program what it is. 

Very happy for him and his family. It’s a well-deserved opportunity. Knowing Kenny well, he’s been a 

great friend, a great assistant. [Nets GM] Sean Marks is the same, a great friend. I think, together, those 

two guys are taking the right steps to build a winning program and a winning culture in Brooklyn.” 

Al Horford thanked Atkinson for helping him, while Teague, Kent Bazemore and Kyle Korver, who re-

signed with the Hawks largely because of Atkinson, lauded his player-development skills. 

“He always had this good aura about him, swagger about himself,” Bazemore said. “He’s a hard worker, 

walks around like he wants more.” 

Korver agreed. 

“He’s going to be a great coach. He’s got a great mindset,” Korver said. “He’s really detailed, 

understands culture. They’re in a tough spot where they don’t have draft picks. They’ve got a tough 

scenario to walk into. But what they’re trying to do is establish player development, great culture. 

Kenny’s the right person for the job.” 

Korver recalled talking with Atkinson over coffee in the summer of 2013, a free agent on a team with 

nine free agents and an impending coaching change. 

“That’s something when you’re a free agent and don’t know who the team’s going to be, don’t know 

what the coaching staff’s going to look like,” Korver said. “He said he was going to be back, and that was 

the starting place for me. It’s like, ‘Kenny’s going to be here: Things are going to be OK.’ ” 



 

 

 

While Atkinson is renowned for his player development, Jeff Van Gundy — who was a Knicks assistant in 

1991, when Atkinson tried out as a player — told The Post Atkinson is too complete to be pigeonholed. 

“This guy has vast experiences,” Van Gundy said. “Player development is one component, but I think you 

have to be good in a lot of areas. The main one is getting a group to follow your ideals, what you stand 

for, and I think he’s going to be outstanding.” 

  


