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A Few Draft Tips

There are two main ingredients to a successful draft - a solid cheat sheet and a solid drafting strategy. One without the other seriously limits your ability to come out on top. 

One very important part of these ingredients is to determine the relative value between skill positions. Is it time to take a WR? Can I and should I wait to take my starting QB? How high should the first TE go?

The need for a system to determine this relativity is apparent and the method we use is called X numbers. The theory of X numbers is to adjust the fantasy scoring value (FSV) for each player depending on the league configuration. 

For example - let us say your league has a starting lineup of 1 QB, 2 RBs, 3 WRs, 1 TE & 1 PK and there are 12 managers in the league. So there will be 12*1 QBs needed to fill all the managers starting lineups each week. Also there will be 36 WRs (12*3) needed to fill all the managers starting lineups each week. And so on. What the X numbers do is normalize the bottom starting players at each skill position. Therefore, the 12th QB has an X number of zero and the 36th WR has an X number of zero and so on. The following table provides an example of QBs normalized to the 12th player who is Trent Green. Accentually you subtract Green's FSV from all QBs to get their X number. The same is shown for the WRs. As you can tell the top WR (Randy Moss) is higher in then the top QBs (Culpepper and Warner) in am overall list even though his FSV puts him far below the 15th best QB.Before you get too excited, let's just say this isn't an exact science. First off some believe you should pick the normalization point as 

not the starting lineup level, as we did in the above example. But at the roster limit instead. So if most managers kept around 4 RBs you would normalize at 48 RBs (4*12). And so on. And some take a middle of the road approach somewhere in between.

Each of us has a preference for a certain skill position when we draft. A typical tendency is to favor RBs. This falls in line with what I call Skill Position Saturation (SPS) and is why a RB happy drafter is usually successful. 

Potential Skill Position Saturation (SPS) can affect your draft and can be determined quickly. Let's say your league has 16 managers and you have to start 2 RBs each week. That means there will be 32 RBs in your leagues starting lineup and only 31 starting in the NFL (not counting FBs) each week. With the number of RBs needed in fill all the leagues starting lineups so close to the available starting players, it is important to place a greater emphasis on them in the draft. It is a good idea to run this simple calculation on each skill position (except PK) before setting up your drafting 

strategy.

New Feature in the Cheat Sheet – Average Draft Position (ADP)

A new feature that we have added to the August Update is what we call the Average Draft Position. The ADP is basically the typical ranking that each player is being taken around the country at each skill position.

Take Rob Johnson for example. We have him ranked at #10 and his ADP around the country is 17. We show this in the cheat sheet as 10:17. This means that you should be able to take Johnson later then the #10 QB. I took him in one draft as my number two QB right around the #17 QB taken. I played the razor sharp odds because I already had a #1 QB. In another draft I took him as the #12 QB taken. In that draft I hadn’t taken a QB yet and didn’t trust the other managers to leave him on the board any longer. Hence, I couldn’t take as much risk here.

The ADP gives you an extra draft tool. It should help you determine when to take each player. Remember to know your other managers. They sometimes have heavy tendencies that can skew this drafting strategy. 

Sleepers: A player who has an ADP much higher than his ranking basically defines a sleeper.
Preseason & Training Camp Notes

(Through 8/7/2007)
Arizona Cardinals 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: A new coaching staff, led by former Steelers coordinator Ken Whisenhunt, means a new offensive philosophy in Arizona -- and that's not necessarily a bad thing. Under Whisenhunt's guidance, the Steelers' offense statistically ranked No. 7 in the NFL in 2006. The Steelers were 16th in 2004 and 15th in 2005, when they won Super Bowl XL. Whisenhunt has been described as a bold, fearless play caller adept at creating favorable matchups. Some perceive his strengths as the creative use of formations, motion and personnel packages, but the new coach also believes in a power-based running game. As SI.com insider Peter King put it: "Whisenhunt is not Woody Hayes. He's not Mike Martz either. ... He is a guy whom players like playing for, and he has the kind of respected flat-line personality that players will respond to." A fair assessment. 

HEALTH WATCH
FB A.J. Schable; broken right foot (7/31); expected to miss 8 weeks. 

Quarterback:  Matt Leinart became Arizona's starter in Week 5 last season and set a franchise record for passing yards by a rookie, surpassing Jake Plummer's nine-year-old mark, and passed for 200-plus yards in eight of his 11 starts. His 405 yards passing at Minnesota set an NFL rookie record; he became the first Cardinals rookie QB to get a win as a starter in nine years; and became the only QB in NFL history to pass for two touchdowns in the first quarter in each of his first two starts. 

Leinart, who is said to be fully recovered from the sprained left (throwing) shoulder that sidelined him for last year's regular-season finale, will continue to benefit from working alongside one of the league's top receiving tandems in Larry Fitzgerald and Anquan Boldin. 

Question marks include a new run-first offensive scheme and whether the offensive line can provide sufficient protection to keep Leinart upright all 16 games. 

Kurt Warner's decision to return for another season came as a relief to team officials. It indicates the veteran is comfortable with the realization that Leinart is now the team's QB of the future. According to Pro Football Weekly, Leinart and Warner have a good relationship and that Warner genuinely would like to see Leinart succeed as the starter. ... According to the Sports Xchange, reserves Shane Boyd and Toby Korrodi have yet to show that they are NFL material worth developing as the third QB. 

In addition to a still questionable offensive line, possible concerns include Whisenhunt's use of a traditional blocking fullback, something James isn't accustomed to. Whisenhunt, however, believes James can adjust; the coach also plans to mix in plenty of two-tight-end, one-back sets, too. Also, James' new fullback, Terrelle Smith, has blocked for a 1,000-yard rusher in five of his six NFL seasons. "I know [Edgerrin] can do it," Smith said. "It will take a little while (to mesh), but it always does. We'll be fine." 

Smith is right. Fine, but not great. 

Marcel Shipp re-signed with the Cardinals this offseason in part because Whisenhunt told the veteran backup he would have a chance to run the ball more often. That scenario seemed to play out in recent mini-camp workouts with Shipp clearly ahead of J.J. Arrington on the depth chart behind James. Shipp appeared in 15 games as James' backup last season and delivered a career-high three rushing touchdowns against St. Louis on Dec. 3 -- despite carrying the ball only seven times in the game. 

As the Arizona Republic suggested recently, Shipp provides the kind of tough, physical attitude that Whisenhunt wants -- especially at the goal line. The jury is still out on Arrington, who the Xchange suggests could emerge as a third-down back if he convinces coaches he is tough enough. 
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Wide Receiver:  Fitzgerald wasn't especially pleased when the Cardinals dismissed family friend Dennis Green in January. Nor was he initially impressed with Whisenhunt. "It is part of the business and you try and move forward," Fitzgerald said shortly after change. The good news? According to the East Valley Tribune, it was apparent during initial workouts that new coordinator Todd Haley clearly went out of his way to boost Fitzgerald during off-season workouts. The new staff's desire to get the former first-round pick on board is understandable. 

Remember: Fitzgerald already has nine career 100-yard games, including a career-high 172 yards on 11 receptions at Minnesota last season. He would have been an even greater factor last year had he not missed three games (and been limited in another) due to an injured hamstring. But as Tribune staffer Darren Urban suggested, if coaches can get a healthy Fitzgerald to raise his game -- and he has already been Pro Bowl-caliber player -- the Cards' offense could be scary. 

That being the case, it's worth noting that Whisenhunt told reporters that Fitzgerald stood out through the first week of camp, catching virtually everything thrown to him and working hard at improving the details of his game. 

After four seasons as a pro, Boldin has joined Roy Green on the two-man list of Cardinals with three career 1,000-yard receiving seasons. We're not looking for a slowdown. ... As the Republic noted, Boldin has been favorably compared to Pittsburgh's Hines Ward and Whisenhunt plans to use Boldin in similar ways. Boldin has been moved from the "X" receiver to the "Z," where he played his rookie year. He'll be moved around the formation, but will line up in the slot more than he did last year. ... 

Of course, Whisenhunt developed a reputation for occasionally using gadget plays in Pittsburgh, so Boldin -- a former QB -- also could be called upon to throw once in awhile. He'd also like to get a few carries. But mostly, he'll continue to provide the Cardinals, Leinart and Fantasy owners much-needed consistency. 

Bryant Johnson filled in admirably with Fitzgerald injured and was among league leaders in average yards per catch (18.5 yards). As the No. 3 receiver, Johnson is the Cardinals' best deep threat, something he proved on a 56-yard scoring toss on the Cardinals' first offensive snap in an upset win over NFC West champ Seattle. Although he isn't likely to be drafted (except in the deepest of leagues), Johnson is absolutely worthy of free-agent consideration should Fitzgerald or Anquan Boldin suffer injuries. 

It should be noted that fifth-round pick Steve Breaston, who will get a great shot at winning both kick-return jobs (PFW suggests the punt-return job is already his to lose), might be the team's contingency plan to replace Johnson, whose contract expires at the end of '07, as the team's third wideout if Johnson leaves. For now, Breaston is expected to compete with veteran special-teams whiz Sean Morey for the No. 4 spot. 
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Tight End:  Whisenhunt, a former NFL tight end, wanted to add a veteran at the position this offseason, not only because the team doesn't have one but also to help mentor Leonard Pope, a rookie last year who came up a bit short. But the Cardinals missed out on the best prospect, Reggie Kelly, who re-signed in Cincinnati, and drafted Ben Patrick in the seventh round instead. Meaning, Pope needs to pick up the pace. 

The good news? Pope has the physical attributes necessary to excel at the pro level. Pope he runs a 4.6-second 40-yard dash and at nearly 6-8, boasts a 37 1/2-inch vertical leap. So, it's safe to say Pope has the tools to be an incredible asset to Leinart and the running game. But perhaps of most interest to Fantasy owners, would be the possibilities for him as a receiver in the red zone. 

That said, PFW recently warned readers not to be surprised if Pope receives a major challenge for the starting role from first-year pro Troy Bienemann, a much smoother-looking player who has shown surprisingly good hands so far this offseason. 

Patrick is raw and he missed a large portion of his vital initial spring and summer work to a hamstring injury. But Patrick had a second-round grade by some scouts. 
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Place-kicker:  Neil Rackers, after a Pro Bowl season, missed a couple of potential game-winning kicks among the nine he missed overall -- six of the misses from beyond 50 yards. From 49 yards or closer, though, he was 27-30 and his kickoffs still put the defense in strong field position. But make not mistake about it: 2006 was a disappointment. Rackers couldn't come even close to duplicating his 2005 success. Nonetheless, we're not ready to give up on the one-time Bengals and former Pro Bowler. 

Why? For starters, there's nothing like a down season to motivate truly talented players. We also believe Arizona's offense is a unit on the rise and that Rackers will gain considerably from that improvement. That doesn't mean he'll reprise his super-productive 2005 effort or earn another Pro Bowl berth. But we certainly expect him to rise back into the ranks of solid Fantasy starters. 

[image: image4.png]



Return To Team Menu
[image: image5.png]



Atlanta Falcons 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The list of issues -- most of them outlined in more detail in the Position-by-Position Overview (below) -- include major questions at quarterback, halfback and wide receiver. All of those issues are compounded, however, by the arrival of new head coach Bobby Petrino and his staff. Petrino, who guided the Louisville Cardinals to a 41-9 record in his four years with the school, is best known for his innovative passing game. Louisville's offense finished in the top 10 nationally in each of Petrino's four campaigns. And even though some observers (most notably Aaron Schatz, the lead writer of Pro Football Prospectus 2007) believe Joey Harrington might be a better fit at quarterback than Michael Vick, some areas of the roster aren't ideally suited to the new scheme. More specifically, the offensive line designed to handle the previous regime's zone-blocking techniques might lack the size necessary to dominate in Petrino's power-based rushing attack. 

HEALTH WATCH
TE Alge Crumpler; currently missing time with soreness in surgically-repaired knee.
RB Warrick Dunn; underwent surgery to repair a herniated disc in late July; expected back before Week 1.
WR Brian Finneran; will miss the 2007 after re-injuring the same ACL that sidelined him last season. 


Quarterback:  The Falcons hired Bobby Petrino because they thought he could turn Michael Vick into a complete quarterback. They signed Joey Harrington merely to serve as Vick's backup. Things have obviously changed now that Vick charged and a trial date has been set in the federal dog-fighting probe that has been the league's biggest -- and least wanted -- story. In fact, Atlanta Journal-Constitution staffer D. Orlando Ledbetter reports there's a growing faction inside team headquarters that wants to cut ties with Vick. 

Although he pleaded not guilty to the charges last month, Falcons officials believe Vick lied to the team and to NFL Commissioner Roger Goodell about his involvement in the illicit operation. So, they are weighing the ramifications of cutting him loose against riding out the storm and waiting for due process. 

As The Sporting News suggested, getting rid of Vick would be the easiest thing to do and solve the immediate public relations disaster. It's also worth noting that a growing body of observers -- NFL Network insider Adam Schefter and ESPN's Chris Mortensen, Len Pasquarelli and Merrill Hoge to name just a few -- believe Vick will never play for the Falcons again, whether the quarterback is convicted on federal charges or not. 

The consensus also indicates that a conviction or plea bargain all but guarantee Vick never takes another snap as an NFL QB again. We shall see. For now, Vick's November trial makes it clear he won't play this season and Harrington is now the Falcons' starter by default. 

So, how can the Falcons possibly cope with the jarring change from Vick, who last season became the first quarterback in NFL history to rush for 1,000 yards, to Harrington, a first-round bust whose career record as a starter is 23-43? 

To his credit, Petrino is taking an optimistic approach. 

"I know Joey has been through some hard times. He's been hit a lot. But he's hung in there," the coach said. "The thing that impresses me most is his take-charge attitude." 

With Harrington locked in as the starter -- at least for now, Petrino's focus turns to deciding on a backup. D.J. Shockley or Chris Redman are already on the roster and the Falcons might not be done adding talent at the position. And even though you'd have to imagine the decision to trade highly sought backup Matt Schaub just weeks before the allegations against Vick surfaced have to be weighing heavily on Petrino, the coach isn't letting on. 

But let's face it: Harrington has done little to justify being the third overall pick in the 2002 draft. He was let go by Detroit after going 18-37 as its starting quarterback. During one year in Miami, he started 11 games but lost that job, too, after putting up a passer rating of 0.0 in a game against Buffalo near the end of the season. 

Also, the 28-year-old Harrington is a conventional dropback passer, providing none of the scrambling or running ability that made Vick such a unique weapon (hard to hold that against Harrington, of course, since no other quarterback has that sort of speed and quickness). 

The investigation of Vick began just weeks after Harrington was signed, so he's had all summer to prepare for the possibility of stepping in. And Petrino insists that any quarterback can thrive in his system. 

"We've got a huge playbook," the coach notes. "My job is to understand what the quarterback can do well and what he can't do well. Then we utilize the best parts of the offense. We really try to make the offense his own." 

Based on Harrington's history, we can think of more promising scenarios. 
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Running Back:  Meanwhile, from the "If They Didn't Already Have Enough Problems" file: The Falcons revealed on the eve of training camp that running back Warrick Dunn, who rushed for 1,140 yards last season, will miss up to four weeks after having back surgery last weekend. He was hurt during offseason workouts. Dunn will likely miss all of two-a-days and the first two preseason games, but the Falcons expect him to be back for the Sept. 9 opener against Minnesota. 

But Dunn did not sound like a man willing to surrender his starting job to second-year speedster Jerious Norwood. 

"I'm not going to miss time. I'm going to be back," Dunn said. "I'm confident in Jerious. Jerious is young, exciting guy. He's lightening fast. He has an opportunity right now to make some plays and establishes himself. I'm going to support him." 

As admirable as Dunn's approach to his return might be, it's not very realistic and Norwood will indeed assume the starting job for now. Norwood, a game-breaker who averaged 6.4 yards per carry as a rookie last season, was projected to have a bigger role in the offense before Dunn's surgery. Whether Norwood will permanently trump the 32-year-old Dunn as the starter will be determined over the course training camp. Norwood drew positive reviews from Petrino and the coaching staff during the offseason. 

If Norwood continues to impress this summer (and most observers believe he'll thrive in Petrino's scheme), Dunn could have a hard time moving back into the rotation in as prominent role as he might like. ... 

Rookie Jason Snelling arrived at the Falcons practice facility in the spring split between two positions. The 5-foot-11, 232-pound seventh-round draft pick played fullback and tailback at the University of Virginia and wasn't sure where he'd land on the pro level. But he and Jamal Robertson were mentioned when Petrino talked about tailbacks the first weekend of camp. "I like what I see out of Snelling," the coach said. "We brought him in as a tailback." 

While Robertson is working behind Norwood, Petrino's comment lends credence to the notion that Snelling has a legitimate shot at serving as Atlanta's short-yardage and goal-line specialist. ... For the record: Snelling rushed for 1,246 yards and 10 touchdowns and added another 703 receiving yards and four receptions for scores at Virginia. He started nine games at tailback in 2006 but was the full-time fullback the previous season. 

The Falcons signed former Raven Ovie Mughelli to a six-year, $18 million deal contract -- the biggest ever given to a pure fullback. In addition to improving greatly as a blocker in Baltimore last season, Mughelli emerged as a legitimate receiving threat out of the backfield. The massive Mughelli could be asked to handle some goal-line and short-yardage work. 
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Wide Receiver:  Four-time Pro Bowl pick Joe Horn has made his presence felt since signing with the Falcons in March. Racing out of the huddle, rocketing through his routes, racing back and getting on teammates who don't follow suit have been the norm in recent workouts. Horn, who is all but certain to earn a starting role, wasn't messing around when he said he was going to lead by example -- and according to the Journal-Constitution, remain a step ahead of younger teammates. 

Horn definitely brings veteran experience and leadership skills to a receiving corps badly in need of both. And if healthy, he could provide a reliable target other than Alge Crumpler. But we advise against getting too excited. Horn has missed 11 games the past two seasons with groin and hamstring injuries. He can help the Falcons, but Fantasy owners should be realistic in their expectations. 

Although they've looked good in recent workouts, Michael Jenkins and Roddy White, first-round draft picks in 2004 and 2005, have impressed in past offseasons only to struggle to find their way in the regular season. Yes, Jenkins posted career bests for receptions, average per-catch (11.2) and touchdowns last year. But more was expected of both men -- especially White, who has yet to catch the ball with consistency. Drops were an issue for both -- an issue exacerbated because Atlanta threw the ball a league-low 26 times per game last year. 

Each drop was magnified and there weren't often chances to make amends, Jenkins said before adding: "There will be a lot more opportunities this season." Petrino regularly uses three- and four-receiver sets, which could work well for Jenkins and White because Horn seems to have one starting spot locked up. 

If White doesn't improve, the Sports Xchange believes Robinson, a speed-burner from Illinois State who impressed in off-season workouts, could take his spot. Adam Jennings could also be in that mix. 

For the record, Brian Finneran re-injured the surgically repaired left knee that sidelined him all last season back in May and won't play this season. 
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Tight End:  Once again, Crumpler heads into training camp after undergoing off-season surgery -- this time on his left knee. Making matters slightly more interesting, the arthroscopic procedure -- which repaired minor damage and cleared out debris -- wasn't performed until early April. While the situation bears watching, Crumpler, who once again led the Falcons with 56 receptions for 780 yards and a career-high 8 touchdowns last year, has been bothered by problems with his left knee for two seasons and was frequently held out of at least one practice a week during the season to ease wear and tear. 

So, perhaps of greater concern than would be the unusual number of dropped passes Crumpler had over the course of the 2006 season. ... Nonetheless, some observers believe Crumpler will emerge as an even bigger threat under Petrino than he has been in past seasons. 

According to the Xchange, Dwayne Blakley must still improve on his run blocking but he is a solid pass receiver who should see his playing time increase in passing situations. The coaching staff is very high on Daniel Fells, who made the team as an undrafted rookie last season. 
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Place-kicker:  After visiting both the Giants and Falcons, Billy Cundiff opted to sign a one-year deal with Atlanta. The Falcons had used four different kickers in the past three seasons, most recently Morten Andersen. The addition of Cundiff means Andersen is unlikely to return unless Cundiff comes up short. 

For his career, Cundiff has made 60 of 83 field goal attempts and all but one of his 101 extra-point tries, for 280 points. He is 21-for-38 from 40 yards or longer, but has struggled to hold onto jobs sine leaving Dallas in 2005. 

One question: Why Atlanta over New York? Atlanta will play 12 games indoors in 2007, with road games in Florida, Tennessee and North Carolina. The Giants post-Thanksgiving schedule includes three games in the Meadowlands, and games at Buffalo, at Philadelphia, and at Chicago. Not a bad choice for a guy who'll be looking to cash in next season. 

One problem: Cundiff has to beat out journeyman Aaron Elling, known more for his prowess as a kickoff specialist than his placement work. 
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Baltimore Ravens 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: All eyes will be on Willis McGahee, acquired in a trade to replace Jamal Lewis, this summer. If the coaching staff can integrate him into the passing attack as expected, McGahee has the talent to emerge as a high-end Fantasy weapon. ... No. 3 receiver Demetrius Williams is having a strong camp and could press Derrick Mason for playing time. 

HEALTH WATCH
FB Justin Green; opened camp at less than full speed following off-season knee surgery. 


Quarterback:  Steve McNair became a barometer of the team's success. He threw 15 touchdown passes in 13 wins and passed for one score in three losses. He finished with a career-best completion rate (63 percent), and his passer rating (82.5) and number of completions (295) were the highest since his 2003 co-Most Valuable Player season. 

Late in his career in Tennessee, there were reports about McNair being out of shape during the offseason, but he looked good during recent mini-camp workouts with head coach Brian Billick openly praising his conditioning and accuracy. 

Also worth noting: Charges against McNair stemming from a DUI-related arrest in May were dropped in July. The incident won't be an issue going forward. 

Kyle Boller performed well as a backup last season, replacing an injured McNair twice, throwing five touchdown passes and earning a win in the Dec. 17 game against the Browns to clinch a playoff berth for the Ravens. 

But we shouldn't assume Boller is the Ravens' quarterback of the future. The Ravens drafted Heisman-winner Troy Smith in April. If Smith can impress coaches this year, he's the likely front-runner for the No. 2 role in 2008. 

Not that Boller is ready to concede anything to the newcomer. According to the Baltimore Sun, Boller has bulked up 15 to 20 pounds during the offseason, mostly in his arms and shoulders. The additional muscle should help him stay in the pocket and take a shot. 
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Running Back:  Acquired in a trade with Buffalo, Willis McGahee takes over the featured role previously held down by Jamal Lewis. But don't look for the Ravens to use the newcomer in the same way. In fact, the Ravens have designs on McGahee being an all-purpose threat. "One of the things that drew us to McGahee was the versatility that he represents in both stretch runs, running downhill and catching out of the backfield," Billick said after landing the former Miami Hurricane. 

Of course, some would argue that McGahee was primarily a one-dimensional back during his time in Buffalo. He did not factor much in the passing game the last two. This past season he recorded a career low 18 receptions. He also ranked 25th among running backs in all-purpose yardage in 2006. Fortunately, Billick and the Ravens believe the former Bill is capable of more. 

Let's hope they can get more out of him than Buffalo did. 

While replacing Lewis with McGahee was the big story in Baltimore, the Ravens also addressed their need for a third-down back by re-signing Musa Smith in March. As the Sun noted, the Ravens have had high hopes for Smith since drafting him in the third round in 2003, but injuries have limited his production. He has finished on injured reserve the past three seasons. Last season, Smith found his niche on third downs and special teams. He had 22 catches for 122 yards before being placed on injured reserve in Week 15 with a neck injury. Because he had neck surgery before the season ended, the Ravens expect him to be recovered by the start of training camp. ... 

With McGahee and Smith both slated for specific roles, the odd man out appears to be Mike Anderson, who will apparently be relegated to providing depth behind McGahee. 

At fullback, the Sports Xchange reports that Baltimore drafted Le'Ron McClain, a pure blocker, to replace Ovie Mughelli, who signed with the Falcons as a free agent. Justin Green, who is more of a threat as a ball carrier than a blocker, is coming off a season-ending knee injury. 
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Wide Receiver:  Last year's receiving corps might have been the deepest since the Ravens' debut in Baltimore. And of the entire crew, Mark Clayton stretched the field as the best big-play threat in the offense while locking down his status as the team's No. 1 wideout this fall. An explosive playmaker with exceptional hands, suddenness and big-play ability, Clayton demonstrated all those abilities last year with a very respectable 14.0-yard per catch average. His five scoring catches ranked second on the team to Todd Heap. 

Although Demetrius Williams is coming on, Clayton is a more well-rounded player. His route running is crisp and his understanding of the scheme is sound. Given his ability to do damage after the catch, newly-appointed coordinator Rick Neuheisel will make an effort to get the ball in his hands. ... All that said, we'll stress that being the top wideout in Baltimore does not a Fantasy No. 1 make. 

Derrick Mason finished last season with fewer yards and fewer touchdowns than he'd ever posted since becoming a starter. In his last year in Tennessee with McNair, he had 96 receptions for 1,168 yards. Reunited with McNair in Baltimore, the totals were rather disappointing. 

According to Pro Football Weekly, the Ravens believe Williams could have a breakout season in his second year as a pro. This after he emerged as a legitimate deep threat late last year. This year, with Neuheisel emphasizing more explosive plays, Williams should certainly be more of an integral part of the offense to start off 2007. 

One concern? That would McNair's arm. As Sun staffer Mike Preston recently suggested, McNair can still throw the deep ball, but not consistently well. 

Rookie Yamon Figurs, a third-round pick, is the fastest player on the team. He had trouble consistently catching the ball in mini-camps, which means he will have more of an impact as a returner. Clarence Moore and Devard Darling are likely battling for the final receiver spot on the roster. 
[image: image14.png]



Tight End:  According to the Sun, Heap is enjoying his best offseason in two years. After spending recent offseasons recovering from surgery to repair injuries or rehabbing lesser ankle and knee injuries, Heap has been completely healthy and able to conduct normal workouts this year. He expects to be at full tilt for training camp. That would be a good thing. After all, Heap is coming off a successful 2006 season. He led the Ravens in catches for the first time since 2003 and developed strong chemistry with McNair, who tends to rely heavily on his tight ends. 

Baltimore's best weapon in the red zone, Heap caught a team-high six touchdowns. We're looking for more of the same this year as the former first-round draft pick continues to nail down his standing as the primary go-to weapon for the Ravens and as one of the premier tight ends in the game. 

The Ravens use two tight ends more than most teams and likely will do so again this season with Daniel Wilcox serving as first man off the bench. Wilcox is a complementary No. 2 option at tight end. As the Xchange suggests, he does some of the same things as Heap in the passing game, just not as well. Wilcox had 20 catches and three touchdowns. Quinn Sypniewski was the perfect fit as a blocking tight end. 
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Place-kicker:  As the Sun recently suggested, "Matt Stover has beaten back the competition and slowed Father Time. ..." During the Ravens' first couple of seasons in Baltimore, Billick brought in many candidates to replace Stover, but none could. Stover has, in fact, beat out 19 kickers challenging for his job and is currently the lone holdover from the team's Cleveland era. One could easily argue he's been the Ravens' most valuable player on offense since the team moved to Baltimore for the 1996 season. He proved that again last season by finishing as the league's most-accurate field-goal kicker in the NFL, hitting 28 of 30 attempts. 

Stover, who has attempted more than 30 field goals in each of the past four seasons, has firmly established security-blanket status with the Ravens coaching staff. That in turn, locks him in as a front-line Fantasy kicker. 
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Buffalo Bills 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The coaching staff will be looking for J.P. Losman to continue progressing after a solid 2006 effort. ... Rookie Marshawn Lynch's integration into the offense -- especially the passing attack will be critical. ... WRs coach Tyke Tolbert told reports a week into training camp that Roscoe Parrish might be the team's most dangerous offensive weapon (not that Lee Evans fans should be concerned). 

HEALTH WATCH
QB J.P. Losman; opened camp on PUP due to strained back; returned after missing one day. 


Quarterback:  After making just eight starts in 2005, J.P. Losman nailed down the No. 1 spot last year, starting every game and throwing every pass (completing 62.5 percent for his first 3,000-yard campaign -- with more TDs than INTs). He was particularly strong in the second half of the year. 

As the Sports Xchange recently suggested, Losman is still very much a work in progress, but all the signs are there that he will continue to develop into a consistent, strong leader a team can win with. While demonstrating a great touch on the deep ball, he'll need to work on his shorter touch and recognition of open tight ends and backs -- especially first-round halfback Marshawn Lynch, who is a dangerous receiver out of the backfield. 

In the meantime, Losman's ability to throw deep plays into the hands of top receiver Lee Evans, making the twosome a viable Fantasy tandem. 

Former Packer Craig Nall, who was limited by a injured hamstring last summer, takes over the No. 2 job after Kelly Holcomb was traded to Philadelphia. Third-round pick Trent Edwards is a long-term project at best. 
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Running Back:  The 12th pick overall, Lynch finished his collegiate career with 3,230 yards rushing and 29 touchdowns, while adding 600 yards receiving and six TDs in 35 games spread over three years at California. He's an elusive, nimble runner who sees the field well -- especially the cutback lanes. He tends to run a bit high at times, but can punish potential tacklers when he runs with proper pad level. The Bills particularly like Lynch's versatility as a receiver, an added dimension that fits offensive coordinator Steve Fairchild's scheme. 

Although others might be better long-term prospects, Lynch will step in as Willis McGahee's replacement and start immediately. With his receiving skills, Lynch gives Buffalo its most versatile weapon since Thurman Thomas. 

Anthony Thomas averaged only 6.6 carries per game last season as McGahee's backup and seems destined for similar duty behind Lynch this fall. But head coach Dick Jauron would have no problem with Thomas as his primary ball carrier if need be. 

Although he hasn't been a lead back since posting two 1,000-yard seasons in three years in Chicago, Thomas showed he could still be a heavy-duty back in 2006. In three games when McGahee was injured, Thomas gained 95 yards on 20 carries against Green Bay, picked up 109 yards against Indianapolis and had 56 rushing yards and caught seven passes for 33 yards against Houston. 

The Bills could obviously do worse than Thomas as their top reserve but rookie Dwayne Wright, who showed he's more than just a power runner during off-season workouts, could emerge as a wild card this summer. A natural receiver out of the backfield with some burst and shiftiness, Wright could join Thomas in the rotation behind Lynch. Don't be surprised if Thomas handles a third down role in the backfield, while Lynch is split out wide. Wright might be given the short yardage and goal line carries. 

According to the Xchange, Buffalo won't use a true fullback in '07, instead using tight ends Brad Cieslak and Ryan Neufeld when a traditional two-back set is called. 
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Wide Receiver:  Taking over the No. 1 role, Evans had a breakout season highlighted by eight touchdown catches, including back-to-back 83-yard scoring grabs against Houston. The big-play ability comes as no real surprise. As one of the fastest at his position, Evans often runs past defenders assigned to him deep. Meanwhile, his refined route-running skills allow him to get separation. And as the Buffalo News recently noted, Evans has mastered the double move, which he used to beat defenders for long touchdowns. He reads coverages well and has a good feel for finding soft spots in the secondary. He is not afraid to go over the middle, adjusts well to poorly thrown balls and is a dangerous runner after the catch. 

Last season's emergence, however, proved Buffalo needs to find another receiving threat to keep opponents honest. If not, Evans is sure to draw much heavier coverage this fall. 

And make no mistake about it: The talent level drops off noticeably behind Evans. That said, Peerless Price, Josh Reed and Roscoe Parrish clearly have the potential to do better than last year's combined 106 catches, 1,132 yards and seven TDs. 

According to News staffer Mark Gaughan, Reed is not likely to become the full-time starter at flanker but he is a better blocker than Price. A strong summer by Reed could force him onto the field in a few more first- and second-down situations. 

According to the Xchange, Parrish could blossom into a star. His speed is scary and he's tougher than his 5-9 frame indicates. Last year, he hauled in scoring bombs of 51 and 44 yards. 
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Tight End:  As the Xchange recently pointed out, the Bills were among the league's worst red-zone clubs in 2006, scoring TDs just 43 percent of the time. The emergence of a reliable tight end would do wonders to change things. Robert Royal caught 23 passes for 233 yards -- both career highs -- and caught a TD pass in three consecutive games. But Royal's strength is blocking. Kevin Everett, a former third-round pick, has the skills to become a downfield threat but his confidence needs building after losing his rookie year to a ACL surgery and catching just one pass all last year. 

If Buffalo's line is better, its tight ends can release into the pattern more often this year -- although (as mentioned above) Cieslak and Neufeld will see considerable time at fullback. 
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Place-kicker:  In his four seasons as a Bill, Rian Lindell has steadily developed into one of the better kickers in the AFC. After a career-best season in 2004, Lindell connected on 29-of-35 field goals in '05, including 3-of-3 from 50-plus yards. He nailed 23 field goals last season and all 33 of his extra points to surpass the 100-point mark for the fourth time in his career. 

His 92 percent success rate on field goals last season was the most accurate season in club history and tied for third best in the league. Lindell has never missed an extra point (224 of 225 in his career and heads into 2006 riding a 39-game scoring streak. 
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Carolina Panthers 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The Panthers, hampered by injuries, averaged just over 16 points a game, nearly eight fewer than in 2005, when Carolina lost to Seattle in the NFC championship game. ... So, Jeff Davidson, previously the Browns' assistant head coach/offensive line coach, takes over as offensive coordinator; Dan Henning was fired in January. Henning was criticized for being too conservative and not getting star receiver Steve Smith more involved in the offense. Still, head coach John Fox believes in a ball-control philosophy and Davidson's priority will be to improve a running game that struggled mightily last season. Of course, the passing attack is one way to open things up. Look for plenty of screen plays, heavier use of the tight ends and proper utilization of Smith as the part of the overall effort. 

HEALTH WATCH
The Panthers report no significant injuries. 


Quarterback:  All in all, 2006 was not a good season for Jake Delhomme as he lost two games by throwing interceptions in the opponent's end zone with less than two minutes remaining. He also missed three games late in the season with a sprained thumb. Even when healthy, Delhomme struggled with his accuracy; the Panthers struggled to score and had the worst third-down conversion rate in the NFL. That poor overall showing became even more interesting with the off-season addition of David Carr. 

Head coach John Fox insists Delhomme is the clear starter and Carr -- a former No. 1 draft pick -- has said he's content being a backup for the first time in his career. But Delhomme knows he needs to improve, which is a realistic possibility. Steve Smith's presence obviously works in Delhomme's favor. A change of coordinators could help. Better protection and an improved rushing attack would definitely help. 

Meanwhile, many observers still believe Carr has the talent to be a starter in the NFL, but he has been hurt mentally due to the number of sacks he took in Houston. It's certainly no surprise that Carr, who was sacked 249 times in his five years as Houston's starter, rarely looked comfortable in the pocket last season, even with improved protection. 

Although there was talk he could land with teams such as Oakland, Detroit or Cleveland where there might have been a better shot at winning a starting job, Carr wanted to land in a situation that presented the best chance of resurrecting his career over the long haul. And he thought Carolina offered that. 
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Running Back:  Last year, the 8-8 Panthers ranked 24th in the league in rushing, averaging 103.7 yards per game on the ground with only seven rushing touchdowns. Despite playing in 14 games last season, DeShaun Foster managed just 897 yards and three rushing touchdowns, which opens the door for DeAngelo Williams to compete for the starting job. 

Of course, if the team wants to turn things around this season, improving on the ground is imperative. Among the adjustments that new offensive coordinator Jeff Davidson will rely will be a zone-blocking scheme and more screen passes -- both of which should work in Williams' favor. 

The zone-blocking scheme, in particular, has Williams excited because it allows him to use his vision to pick a hole. It's worth noting he had great success running behind zone blocking in college. 

But Foster, who has been running as the starter during the first week of camp, also has excellent cut-back ability and the zone-blocking system should create more potential for big plays for both men -- although we're not especially high on either man. 

Meanwhile, with a new coordinator, a new blocking scheme and a new set of plays, Eric Shelton could get a fresh start. Still, it's a tough call on whether Shelton makes the roster this year; much could depend on how well he performs in training camp. 

Brad Hoover has been a reliable fullback the last seven years, but the Sports Xchange believes the veteran's body has to be wearing down. Don't be surprised if the Panthers keep Steven Jackson around as an insurance policy. 
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Wide Receiver:  What might have been the quietest and least contentious negotiations ever for a high-end wideout led to a three-year extension that ensures Smith remains in Carolina through 2012. ... Now, the Panthers will build their offense around Smith. Former coordinator Dan Henning was fired in part because Smith didn't get the ball enough last season and Davidson is working on new ways to get Smith the ball while avoiding double and triple teams. 

"All the new wrinkles, they're interesting," Smith said of the new scheme after initial workouts. "If you want to compare it, it's like sitting in coach and then moving up to first class. ..." 

While Henning used the run to set up deep play-action passes; Davidson will rely on the shorter crossing routes he learned as an assistant under former Patriots coordinator Charlie Weis. If that's how it shakes out, Smith will be in position to make more plays. 

As for the No. 2 receiver, Drew Carter and rookie Dwayne Jarrett are the players to watch. Carter has three years under his belt and has shown steady improvement but it remains to be seen whether or not he's capable of stepping to handle the spot opposite Smith. Certainly he has the speed, but his route running could improve. 

The Panthers drafted Jarrett in the second round to fill the role of Keyshawn Johnson, but the big question will be if he's ready to start as a rookie. 

Gaston Gazette reporter Steve Reed believes Carter will begin the season as the starter but give way to Jarrett early in the season unless he lights it up. Clearly, Jarrett is the guy the Panthers want to emerge in this role. 

Keary Colbert probably needs a strong showing this summer to hold onto his roster spot. 
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Tight End:  With Kris Mangum retired, the Panthers will need to decide on a replacement. Michael Gaines has the most experience and seems like the odds-on-favorite, but Jeff King and rookie Dante Rosario both looked good in mini-camps. 

Reed gives the early edge to King, who opened camp working with the first team, at a position that could receive more emphasis this year than in previous seasons. 
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Place-kicker:  The only player remaining from the Panthers' inaugural 1995 team and only player to appear in all nine of the franchise's post-season games, John Kasay is Carolina's all-time leader in games played, points, field-goal attempts, field goals, extra-point attempts, extra points, most field-goal attempts of 50 or more yards and most field goals of 50 or more yards. He also owns the team's single-season and single-game marks in those same categories and others, like most field goals without a miss, longest field goal attempted and longest field goal made. 

And despite his advancing years, Kasay is still capable of going long as he demonstrated by hitting all eight attempts from 40-49 yards last season -- and 4 of 7 from outside 50 yards. The big question for Kasay is whether Carolina's offense can pick up the pace and provide more opportunities this year. We're not sold on that one. 
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Chicago Bears 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The two players of most interest -- from a Fantasy perspective -- are Rex Grossman and Cedric Benson. Both men need to raise their level of play this year; neither has proven they can get the job done on a consistent basis at the pro level. One thing to watch: Benson looked better as a receiver out of the backfield in the spring than some expected. ... Also worth watching: By most accounts, Devin Hester has been one of the most impressive players early in camp. Although he was a cornerback last season, the Sports Xchange reports that his transition to wideout, which he played some at Miami, has been seamless. His hands are outstanding, and coaches are more than satisfied with his route running and how quickly he has picked up the offense. While the history of players making position switches isn't all that great, we've all seen what Hester can do with the ball in his hands. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Cedric Benson; limited on 8/5 and 8/6; bothered by unspecified shoulder issue.
WR Muhsin Muhammad; missed most of the first week of camp with an unspecified leg injury.
RB Garrett Wolfe; practicing again after missing first week of camp with sore hamstring. 


Quarterback:  Despite the Bears' success last season, Rex Grossman comes off a frustrating and inconsistent season. While his 23 touchdown passes were seventh best in the NFL, Grossman also had 20 interceptions. Only two NFL QBs had more. Still, offensive coordinator Ron Turner believes Grossman is special and the coach will add the shotgun formation this season to emphasize his quarterback's skills. "When he sets his feet and steps up, there's nobody in the league who throws it better than Rex," Turner said. "Where he got in trouble was when he was bailing out and throwing off his back foot." 

As the Chicago Tribune suggested, Grossman needs to understand his limitations. He is an average QB; his ups and downs add up to mediocre. A more consistent effort -- minus the bad decisions that are often the result when he goes for broke -- should be the focus. 

And it should be noted that some of the game's best have made significant strides in their second full season as a starter. It's also worth noting that Grossman enters the final year of his contract, and if he performs well, the Bears will have no choice but to pay up. 

The official company line says Brian Griese, who underwent surgery to repair a bone spur, skipped the team's "voluntary" off-season program in order to rehab on his own. But that excuse did little to quiet rumors that Griese was protesting the fact he won't be allowed to compete with Grossman for the starting job. Still, if Grossman throws 20 interceptions again, Griese will get to be more than an insurance policy. Griese doesn't have much of an arm, but as the Sports Xchange suggests, he's a capable field general and knows the offense. ... Also according to the Xchange, No. 3 man Kyle Orton has good size and a solid arm. More importantly, he gained valuable experience in 15 starts, including 10 wins as a rookie. 
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Running Back:  Two years later than he expected, Cedric Benson enters as the starting tailback. If the last seven games of 2006 are an indication, he's ready. Benson averaged 4.9 yards per carry and proved to be more than just a bruiser between the tackles. Replacing Thomas Jones isn't going to be that easy, though. Jones was the only consistent performer on the offense the last two seasons and was immensely popular with teammates. But Chicago Sun-Times staffer Brad Biggs believes Benson will have no problem winning them over, either -- as long as he produces. 

And as long as Benson, who reportedly looked better as a receiver out of the backfield in the spring than some expected, can withstand the rigors of an entire season, he'll get plenty of opportunity. The Bears see their running game as the focal point of the offense. "Everything starts with us running the football," Turner said. "I think Cedric is going to have a heck of a year." 

Benson, who said 2,000 yards was a reasonable goal upon arrival in Chicago, is still setting his sights high. We don't think he'll get there, but love a man on a mission. 

While Benson is locked in as the feature back and Adrian Peterson as the top backup, rookie Garrett Wolfe seems to be of greater interest in a possible change-of-pace role. Wolfe was a productive college player who could pose a dangerous threat on third down, whether as a change-of-pace runner or lining up in the slot as a receiver. He could emerge as a productive complement to Benson -- something that would relegate Peterson solely to back-up status. 

As the Xchange notes, starting fullback Jason McKie is rarely used as a runner but is a decent lead blocker and an adequate receiver who doesn't do much after the catch. Off-season acquisition Obafemi Ayanbadejo contributes mostly as a receiving threat and a key special-teams contributor. 
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Wide Receiver:  Bernard Berrian averaged 15.2 yards per catch and took another step last season toward becoming a legitimate and consistent deep threat. But as the Xchange suggested, he's still not a true No. 1 receiver -- although he's closer to being that than Muhsin Muhammad, who is on the down side of his career. ... Berrian established himself as the top deep threat for Grossman before his rib injury against the New York Giants created an opportunity for Mark Bradley. But as he has in the past, Bradley couldn't take advantage of it and Berrian heads into 2007 as the Bears top deep threat. 

But Bradley's presence -- and his 20.1-yard per catch average last season -- will continue to beg the question: "Berrian or Bradley?" In the end, we suspect it will once again be a case of "Berrian and Bradley," with the emphasis on Berrian, who has earned Grossman's confidence. 

With Berrian and Bradley capable of going deep, the aging Muhammad can spend the twilight of his career focusing on shorter routes and posting respectable catch and yardage totals. He's had nine straight seasons with 50 or more catches and he's closing in on 10,000 yards. But Muhammad is not the player he was a few years ago and should be viewed as a late round gamble at best. 

Rashied Davis can be an effective slot receiver and made some clutch catches among his 22 receptions, but he's an even less-appealing Fantasy prospect than Muhammad. 

Also of interest here, head coach Lovie Smith officially announced in May that All-Pro return specialist Devin Hester will switch from defense to offense this year. Hester will work with the wide receivers. But he's also expected to line up in the backfield at times and could be utilized like the Saints' Reggie Bush. "Right now we're not going to put any limits on it," Smith said. "We have a new piece to the puzzle. We're anxious to see what we can do with him and the role that he'll develop into. ..." 

While we remain somewhat skeptical about his ability to contribute on offense, there is no questioning the threat he poses as a return mans. Based on that special teams role alone, he's worth watching as an offensive skill player. 
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Tight End:  Incumbent starter Desmond Clark is taking first-round pick Greg Olsen's arrival in stride. "People come, people go, people get older, they bring in someone younger. This is how this NFL works. ..." Of course, there's no guarantee Olsen wins out. Remember: Clark tied for the team lead in touchdowns and was third on the team in receptions and receiving yards. He also tied Alge Crumpler for the league lead in yards per catch (13.9) for a tight end. 

It's also worth noting that when Clark was good, Grossman was great. In the four games Clark had five or more catches, Grossman completed 71.4 percent of his passes and had 10 touchdowns and only one interception. ... 

Olsen has softer hands, better speed and superior run-after-the-catch skills, but we still believe Clark's experience, chemistry with Grossman and solid blocking skills will keep him in the starting lineup and earn him sufficient playing time to serve as a legitimate TE2. 

John Gilmore is bigger and stronger than the other two and a more accomplished blocker, but not much of a receiving threat. 
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Place-kicker:  Robbie Gould enjoyed a remarkable second season with the Bears, setting a slew of records, reaching the Super Bowl, making his first Pro Bowl and being selected first-team All-Pro. He set Bears records in 2006 with 26 straight field goals, 24 consecutive field goals to start a season, 22 straight games with at least one field goal and an 88.9 field goal percentage. The Penn State product is the most accurate kicker in team history, having converted 53 of 63 tries (84.1 percent). 

It should come as no surprise to learn Gould's mentality was molded in part by his Super Bowl counterpart, Adam Vinatieri when they were briefly teammates with the Patriots in the summer of 2005. "That's a guy I talk to all the time," Gould said. Something is obviously working for him. 
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Cincinnati Bengals 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: With all due respect to receiver Chris Henry, who will miss the first eight games this year due to a league-mandated suspension, the Bengals head into training camp without many issues. With Henry out, the competition between Tab Perry and Antonio Chatman is worth watching. Despite a still sore hip, Perry had the early edge as a sore hamstring has slowed Chatman. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Tab Perry; an MRI on his sore hip (8/4) was negative.
WR Antonio Chatman; missed most of the first week of camp with a sore hamstring.
WR Glenn Holt; missing time with sore hamstring.
WR Bennie Brazell; missing time with sore groing.
TE Tim Daly; had knee scoped on 8/3; expected to miss 2 weeks.
TE Bobby Blizzard; missing time with injured back; no timetable for his return.
RB Chris Perry; recovering from ankle surgery; opened camp on PUP; expected to miss at least 6 regular-season games. 
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Quarterback:  Though he became the first QB in Bengals history to throw for more than 4,000 yards in a single season, Carson Palmer's completion percentage suffered last year, falling 5.5 points from 67.8 in 2005 to 62.3. Now, with a full offseason of workouts to hone his mechanics and fundamentals, Palmer aims to make up those 5.5 percentage points and more. "We want to be in the 70s. We're shooting for the 70s," he said during a May mini-camp. 

Because he spent last offseason rehabbing the torn ACL suffered in January of 2006, Palmer's goal of improving that completion percentage doesn't seem unreasonable. 

In fact, offensive coordinator Bob Bratkowski offered this assessment of Palmer on Jul. 27: "He is ahead of where he was this time last year, and a lot of it is because of the work he did in the spring and the natural healing process." QB coach Ken Zampese hopes those elements add up to at least twice as many touchdowns as interceptions for Palmer this season. 

In his three years as a Bengals starter, Palmer has accumulated the fifth-best touchdown pass-interception differential in the NFL over that span. He is plus-35, with 78 touchdown passes and 43 interceptions. The Bengals have scored 83 of their 126 offensive touchdowns on pass plays during that span. 

Although wide receiver Chris Henry will miss eight games (to a league suspension), Palmer will continue to benefit from working in one of the league's most explosive offenses in a scheme that takes full advantage of his strengths. Our expectations are understandably high. 

The Bengals allowed top backup Anthony Wright to leave as an unrestricted free agent to the Giants and seem comfortable now with Doug Johnson as their No. 2 quarterback. As the Sports Xchange recently suggested, no matter who's working directly behind Palmer, there will be a dramatic drop-off. 
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Running Back:  Rudi Johnson lost weight, added quickness and delivered as expected for a third-straight season. He continues to provide Cincinnati's offense with the consistent rushing threat necessary to keep opposing defenses from focusing on the passing attack. Johnson topped the 25-carry mark in seven games last year; for his career the Bengals are 17-1 when he has that many carries. He played in every game for the third straight year, with 15 starts (he was benched early in Week 9 for disciplinary reasons). 

It's worth noting that Johnson, who now boasts 45 career rushing TDs, has posted the most rushing yards (4,221) and rushing TDs (36) by any Bengal over a three-year span, surpassing the 4,061 posted by Corey Dillon from 2000-02. 

While he's not an especially sexy pick, Johnson is exactly the kind of consistently productive players that can lead an otherwise average Fantasy squad to success. 

Much like Atlanta's Jerious Norwood, rookie Kenny Irons is at this best in the open field, where his speed is makes him a threat. That said, his burst and low pad level do allow him to gain yardage between tackles. According to his NFL.com scouting report, Irons' explosive initial quickness lets him gain instant leverage on any defender. ... Working behind fellow Auburn alum Johnson, Irons should serve as the third-down back and could also get a shot at returning kickoffs. 

Irons' selection in the second round probably says something about the Bengals' faith -- or lack thereof -- in oft-injured Chris Perry, who is still rehabbing from surgery to repair a dislocated right ankle and is expected to miss at least the first six games of the season. The team also re-signed veteran Kenny Watson, who is capable of handling a change-of-pace role should Irons come up short. 

Starting fullback Jeremi Johnson, a Pro Bowl alternate last year, will handle lead-blocking chores again this year. 
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Wide Receiver:  Chad Johnson became the first Bengal to lead the NFL in receiving yards last season thanks in large part to a five-game stretch (Weeks 9 through 13) in which he caught 37 passes for 765 yards with five touchdowns. In the final three games, however, Johnson had just 10 catches for 122 yards. He didn't score a touchdown in the final six games. 

When the season had ended, several players and head coach Marvin Lewis alluded to a selfish attitude among some players. Lewis said Johnson was among those needing to learn that individual statistics and adulation don't matter without wins. That prompted Cincinnati Enquirer staffer Mark Curnutte to wonder, "Has Lewis micro-managed the personality out of Johnson and, thus, reduced him as a player? Does Lewis need to let Chad be Chad?" 

Maybe. But we believe a full offseason of work with a healthy Palmer will help Johnson considerably. 

T.J. Houshmandzadeh has emerged as a dangerous No. 2 receiver with more than 900 receiving yards in 2004 and 2005 before breaking the 1,000-yard mark in 2006. He combines with Johnson to give Palmer and the Bengals offense an absolutely devastating 1-2 punch. Johnson and Houshmandzadeh combined to catch 177 passes for 2,450 yards -- both team records -- as they became the first Bengals to each have 1,000-yard receiving seasons in the same year. 

In fact, one could argue that Houshmandzadeh, Johnson and Henry are the best 1-2-3 punch in the league. The trio combined to catch 25 of quarterback Palmer's 28 touchdowns have accounted for 47 of Palmer's 60 career scoring completions. 

But Henry will miss at least half the season to suspension and Houshmandzadeh will have to pick up at least some of the slack. 

Tab Perry is a big, fast and physical receiver with the ability to make tough catches in traffic. Antonio Chatman is a tiny dancer, ideally suited for the slot. His speed and quickness will give linebackers and safeties fits. Both will see plenty of action in the spread offense with Henry watching from the sidelines. According to Dayton Daily News beat writer Chick Ludwig, Perry becomes the likely red-zone third receiver, with Chatman getting the work between the 20-yard lines. 

For what it's worth, the position has a new coach in former Saints coordinator Mike Sheppard, who takes over for Hue Jackson, who left to become offensive coordinator in Atlanta. 
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Tight End:  Reggie Kelly re-signed as an unrestricted free agent, after receiving a call from Palmer asking him to return. Kelly's value to the team can't be measured in numbers. The Bengals allowed veteran UFA Tony Stewart to sign with Oakland. 

Nate Lawrie signed a one-year contract on Aug. 2. The team needed another tight end after three of their reserves got hurt last week: Tim Day, Bobby Blizzard and Sean Mulcahy. 
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Place-kicker:  Shayne Graham qualified last season for the NFL's all-time field-goal accuracy rankings (minimum 100 field goals made) and he finished the season in second place all-time at 84.03 percent (trailing only Mike Vanderjagt at 86.47 percent). Graham is 102-for-118 on field-goal attempts as a Bengal, making him the team's career accuracy leader; he is also the team's all-time leader in PAT accuracy at 98.82 percent. His 115 points last season pushed his Bengals career total to 474 moving him past James Brooks, Carl Pickens and Pete Johnson into fourth place all-time. 

Graham went 2-for-4 on field-goal attempts of 50-plus yards last season, putting career success rate from beyond 50 yards at 53.8 percent (7-of-13). Also last season, Graham set a team record by hitting 17 straight field goals. ... Accurate, consistent and works alongside one of the league's most potent offenses. Fantasy owners could do much worse. 
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Cleveland Browns 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Brady Quinn's ongoing contract holdout is the big story in Cleveland. His continued absence all but guarantees he opens the regular season watching from the sidelines. That said, Quinn showed enough progress in OTAs and mini-camps that if he gets in soon, he can still see some starting time this season. ... Meanwhile, the Cleveland Plain Dealer reports that Derek Anderson came into camp with a slight edge over Charlie Frye but has failed to step up and take advantage of his opportunities. Frye started slowly, but has improved significantly over the past four or five practices. He's getting comfortable with the new offense, and his decision-making has been better. 

HEALTH WATCH
TE Kellen Winslow; removed from PUP on 7/27; still limited, but knee is holding up well. 


Quarterback:  As rookie quarterback Brady Quinn's contract holdout dragged into its second week on Aug. 3 with no end in sight, Browns general manager Phil Savage expressed disappointment at not being able to finalize a deal with agent Tom Condon. Savage didn't seem optimistic about a contract being completed anytime soon. 

Quinn had been projected as a top 10 pick, but when he slipped deeper into the first round, the Browns traded a 2008 first-round pick to Dallas and selected the former Notre Dame quarterback at No. 22. The Browns don't think Quinn should be paid more money than the 22nd pick deserves. Their argument is that Quinn was taken where he was for a reason and that they shouldn't have to pay a premium for him. 

For the record, ESPN insider John Clayton reports the Browns are offering Quinn a five-year contract with $8 million in guarantees. 

Quinn was expected to compete with Charlie Frye and Derek Anderson for Cleveland's starting job. However, head coach Romeo Crennel, who has coldly referred to Quinn as "the quarterback" and not by name during the holdout, has indicated the competition is a two-man race between Frye and Anderson. 

"He's pretty far behind," Crennel said of Quinn. "We have a lot of offense and we're putting it in every day. It takes a while to get this down and get caught up on it." 

Meanwhile, local observers view Anderson as the early favorite to beat out Frye. Still, Crennel has maintained all along that Frye has a "leg up" on the competition which is ongoing. 

And of course, the entire dynamic could change if Quinn gets to work soon enough. Remember: Frye threw 17 interceptions and Anderson threw eight last season. Frye lost seven fumbles and Anderson one. The combined 33 turnovers were the highest of any quarterback tandem in the league. One way or the other, that has to change. 
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Running Back:  Savage, a Baltimore personnel man when Jamal Lewis helped the 2000 Ravens win a Super Bowl and subsequently had one of the league's great seasons in 2003 (2,066 yards), knows a little something about the big tailback's track record. So, when Savage wanted more talent and speed than Reuben Droughns offered, Lewis came immediately to mind. 

Lewis, meanwhile, believes he can still run the way he did in his monster year. "Everyone looks for me to gain 2,000 yards every year," Lewis said. "It's only been done once by each running back that got it. That was a phenomenal year and I work hard to get close to that." He said off-season surgery to remove bone spurs will be "a major plus. ..." 

According to SI.com's Peter King, the most impressive person in this camp has got to be Lewis. Not only is the guy in ridiculously good shape after a second ankle surgery in two years, he is mentally strong. "And," he told King after practice Sunday afternoon, "I weigh 239, not 251 or 252, like I used to. This is the best I've felt in a long time." 

King went on to advise readers that Lewis is also highly motivated to show the Ravens they made a mistake when they let him go in free agency following the season. King believes a revamped offensive line will allow the veteran tailback to run for at least 1,300 yards. ... We remain a bit skeptical about the Cleveland's offense in general, but there's no denying the positive buzz surrounding Lewis so far this offseason. ... Stay tuned. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Jerome Harrison put on 20 pounds and is determined to block better. If he does, he will get more than the 20 carries he earned last year. Also according to the Xchange, Jason Wright is an excellent spot player and might be the smartest player on the team. 

Second-year man Lawrence Vickers will have an increased role as fullback without Terrelle Smith to compete with. 
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Wide Receiver:  Braylon Edwards returned from a torn ACL to play all 16 games, but he was a major distraction the last half of the season. Although pleased that Edwards promises a fresh start in 2007 and claims he learned from some of his mistakes last season, team officials took a proactive approach. The decision to replace Terry Robiskie with Wes Chandler as receivers coach was reportedly an attempt to connect to Edwards with a coach who can command his respect. Chandler can certainly lay claim to having played the position at a consistently high level over a long period of time. 

Meanwhile, Kellen Winslow led the Browns with 89 catches last year; Edwards caught 28 fewer than Winslow, but had 894 yards receiving compared to 875 for Winslow. If the Browns can get consistent production at QB -- hardly a given -- Edwards is capable of more. 

As the Canton Repository recently suggested, Joe Jurevicius can be a key guy -- but not "the" guy in Cleveland. He demonstrated that last season by catching 22 passes in a span of four games -- after catching 18 in nine games. He also missed three games with injuries. Indeed, the veteran's greatest contributions won't necessarily come on the field. Jurevicius has said he intends to be more of a leader in his second year with the team. Of course, he was supposed to serve as a mentor for Edwards, but the message of being unselfish never sank in no matter how clearly Jurevicius demonstrated it. 

This year, with Dennis Northcutt's departure for Jacksonville, the Browns' receiving corps becomes noticeably less experienced and Jurevicius' leadership will be even more important. 

According to the Xchange, the challenge will be finding that third receiver among Travis Wilson, Tim Carter and Joshua Cribbs. Wilson is inexperienced (two catches last year), Carter has a history of dropping passes and Cribbs is more valuable on special teams. Based on initial workouts, Carter, acquired from New York in the trade sending Droughns to the Giants, has the early lead. 
[image: image45.png]



Tight End:  Winslow's off-season knee surgery turned out to be more involved than first believed when the Browns revealed he underwent microfracture surgery Jan. 30. The procedure is more delicate than most and it has not always been successful. Winslow maintained all last year he was playing on one knee. Now we know the truth: His right knee's cartilage essentially was missing by season's end. That he tied a club-record with 89 catches is all the more impressive in light of the problem. 

The good news? After a brief stint on the PUP, Winslow has been working without difficulty in training camp. In fact, Akron Beacon Journal staffer Patrick McManamon advised readers on Aug. 2 that Winslow had been the most impressive player in camp. 

At this point, it looks like a major setback is the only thing that might slow Winslow down. Even if he gets off to a slow start or is limited this summer, Winslow proved he knows how to manage a problematic knee by playing all 16 games last year. And as he claimed last August: "I think my 90 percent is better than any tight end out there." 

According to The Sporting News, Steve Heiden could be critical to the Browns' 2007 season. The 30-year-old tight end has 156 catches in an eight-year career, with basically half of them (79) coming in the last two years. Even with Winslow on the field, Heiden can be a key man under new coordinator Rob Chudzinski, a former tight end whose mindset leans on two-tight-end sets. Heiden caught 36 passes as an offset to Winslow. 
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Place-kicker:  Phil Dawson, converting just 21-of-29 field goals, had his worst season in terms of field goal percentage since his rookie year of 1999. His 88 points were his second lowest in five years. He was just 5-for-10 between 40 and 49 yards. He was 28 of 42 (67 percent) from that distance over his first seven seasons. 

Highlights? Maybe one: Dawson capped a 14-point fourth-quarter comeback victory for the Browns with a 33-yard game-winning field goal in overtime against Kansas City in December. ... Other than that? Pretty bleak. 

In Dawson's defense, he was working with his fourth holder, punter Dave Zastudil, in four years, and the middle of the field in Cleveland was treacherous in November and December. Making matters worse was a Browns offense that ranked among the league's worst in 2006. We're not looking for a major turnaround by Dawson or the offense this year. 
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Dallas Cowboys 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: A change at head coach brings a new, more player-friendly philosophy. Specifically, Wade Phillips is making good on his promise that Terrell Owens will be a focal point of the Cowboys' offense. Phillips has instructed coordinator Jason Garrett to get the ball to Owens as much possible -- not to cater to Owens. Rather, Phillips deems it Football 101: Put your best players in position to be impact performers. "It's about using our personnel," Phillips said. "That's No. 1 with me. ..." That might not always have been the case under Bill Parcells. Phillips' approach should also work out well for Tony Romo and Jason Witten. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Terrell Owens; has missed time with a tight back and sore hamstring; neither are considered serious.
WR Terry Glenn; had knee scoped on 8/1; expected to return in 2-4 weeks.
WR Isaiah Stanback; missing time with shin splints; no timetable for his return. 


Quarterback:  The Cowboys gained greatly when Bill Parcells benched Drew Bledsoe and made Tony Romo the starter six games into last season. Providing an immediate spark, Romo led Dallas to a 6-4 record while putting up solid Fantasy totals. As a result, expectations are high heading into 2007. Can he deliver? 

Romo has the necessary tools. He's mobile; he's accurate and has a quick release. He also has high-end veteran talent at wideout, a capable tight end and a solid rushing attack to keep opponents off balance. And e clearly has the backing of Cowboys owner/GM Jerry Jones, who passed on a chance to land Brady Quinn in April's draft. ... 

Minnesota coach Brad Childress indicated at the end of last season that Brad Johnson would be welcomed back in a mentoring role behind Tarvaris Jackson. But Johnson -- who has a fierce competitive drive that belies his easygoing demeanor -- wasn't especially interested in that role. 

So it's worth noting the Cowboys want Johnson to be a mentor to Romo. It's also worth noting that Johnson has no intention of serving as such. "I've never agreed with that terminology, that term: mentor," Johnson said the day after signing on to replace Bledsoe as the Cowboys' No. 2. Johnson, a teammate of coordinator Jason Garrett's in Tampa Bay, said he hopes Romo and the Cowboys have a successful season but added he plans to have a role in that success and not one that involves holding a clipboard. 
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Running Back:  Parcells molded Julius Jones and Marion Barber into a solid two-pronged rushing attack that sneaked into the top half of the league the last two seasons. The Cowboys finished 13th in rushing both times and slightly improved their season average from 116.6 a game in 2005 to 121.0 in 2006. 

Jones finally stayed healthy enough to become the Cowboys' first 1,000-yard rusher since Emmitt Smith in 2001. His 1,084 yards ranked 17th in the league last year and some observers are predicting another career year with his contract expiring after the season. So even though his production will depend on the number of carries he gets, Jones is out to prove he's an elite back and will be looking to cash in with a lucrative long-term deal. 

And barring injury, Jones should continue to have a large role in the offense because of his breakaway speed. Barber will continue to serve as a major threat on third downs and around the goal line. 

Of course, it's possible that Barber, who had 135 carries to Jones' 267 last year, could push for more playing time in 2007. And Tyson Thompson could once again offer a speedy change of pace now that he's fully recovered from last year's season-ending fibula fracture. 

But new head coach Wade Phillips doesn't appear to be in any hurry to tinker with the committee his predecessor started. Meaning at this point in time, it looks like no single back is likely to dominate the carries. 

And that's why we're still so high on Barber, who led the NFC in scoring among non-kickers with 96 points last season, including 14 rushing touchdowns. His 16 total touchdowns was the highest single-season total by a Cowboys player since Smith's 25 in 1995. It's safe to assume those totals haven't been lost on the new coaching staff. 

In fact -- thanks largely to Barber's nose for the end zone -- the Cowboys led the conference with a 60.3 touchdown percentage in the red zone. Their 285 red zone points also ranked fourth in the league behind San Diego (346), Indianapolis (334) and New England (305). ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, rookie Deon Anderson to push Lousaka Polite and Oliver Hoyte at fullback. 
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Wide Receiver:  Now that the team is committed to keeping him on the roster this year (the Cowboys paid a $3 million roster bonus due the first week of June), the change from Parcells to player-friendlier Phillips should benefit Terrell Owens. The antithesis of a "Parcells guy," Owens felt last year's offense was too conservative. That will change under Garrett. "I think it's going to be explosive," Owens said of the new scheme. "They're going to move me around a little bit. I may even play tight end." 

Owens has learned the flanker, slot and split end positions -- and despite taking some time off to rest his sore hamstring, the mercurial wideout has made a habit of making big plays during training camp. 

Phillips went out of his way to mention that Owens lined up at X and Z (both outside receiver positions) and knew what he was doing during the opening practice of training camp. T.O. only lined up at X (split end) last season -- "for whatever reason," Phillips said. 

An unhappy Owens was productive enough last year; it's not unreasonable to believe a happy T.O. can light it up this season. ... One last note here: Owens, who wasn't expected to begin catching passes until training camp after having surgery to repair an injured finger, began doing so in May and told reporters the hand "is a non-issue." 

Terry Glenn ranked second on the Cowboys in receiving yards, catches and touchdown receptions last season. It was the second consecutive season that Glenn finished with over 1,000 receiving yards. He also was the first Cowboys receiver with consecutive 1,000 yard seasons since Michael Irvin did it in 1997 and 1998. New receivers coach Ray Sherman worked with Glenn in Green Bay and is excited that he's returning. "I've talked to Terry and he's very excited," Sherman told the Dallas Morning News. "Terry is a tremendous player and he's worked really hard to get himself physically bigger and keep his speed. He's a great route runner with great hands and he's an outstanding player. A big-time player who I'm looking forward to working with. ..." 

Despite his advancing years -- and a problematic knee that will keep him out the first two weeks of training camp -- Glenn can still get downfield with the best of them when healthy. 

The Cowboys elected to put a $1.3 million tender on Patrick Crayton, which would have required a team to hand over a second-round pick if the Cowboys chose not to match an offer. That tender says a lot about how team officials value the receiver. Crayton played in all 16 games last season, his third with the Cowboys. The No. 3 wideout, Crayton had a career-high 36 catches for 516 yards and four touchdowns last season and returned 11 punts for 85 yards. 

Working with a rising talent at quarterback in Romo -- and learning from a pair of cagey veterans like Owens and Glenn, we expect Crayton to continue progressing in that No. 3 role this year despite the change in coaching staff. 
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Tight End:  Morning News columnist Jean-Jacques Taylor recently offered readers the following prediction: "Jason Witten's yards per catch will be close to 14 this season." In his first four seasons, Witten has averaged 11.3 yards per catch with a season-high 11.8 yards last season. Taylor went on to report that Witten wasn't catching catch dump offs to the flat in initial mini-camp workouts. He was down the field, pressing the safeties and behind the linebackers. 

And according to Taylor, Romo was finding him. Remember: Garrett had Randy McMichael the last two years in Miami and played with Jay Novacek in Dallas. Wade Phillips saw Gates up close the last few years in San Diego and Shannon Sharpe during their days together in Denver. As Taylor summed up: "They know what kind of weapon a tight end can be in an offense. ..." 

Although we're not ready to grant him elite status, Witten certainly has that potential. 

The Cowboys won't use the two-tight end offense as much as they did last year so it will be make for a diminished role for backup Anthony Fasano. 
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Place-kicker:  Martin Gramatica was one of the most consistent kickers in the league from 1999-2004 before injuries forced him out of action in 2005 and most of last year. But he got a shot with the Cowboys in early December after Mike Vanderjagt was sent. Gramatica hit three field goals in his Cowboys debut, including a game-winning 46-yard kick to beat the Giants at the Meadowlands. Team officials were sufficiently impressed to reward Gramatica with a two-year contract earlier this year. 

Still, they turned around and selected Arizona PK Nick Folk in the sixth round of April's draft. It was the first time Dallas drafted a kicker since 1987. Apparently the Cowboys want competition, not only on offense and defense, but at the kicker position. Folk, 22, is less expensive and projected to have a stronger leg than Gramatica. But he doesn't have NFL experience. Battle on! 
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Denver Broncos 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: With Jay Cutler moving in as the starting quarterback, the fact Denver opened training camp with three receivers -- Rod Smith, Brandon Marshall and Tony Scheffler -- on PUP isn't of as much concern as it might have been. Remember: Javon Walker is healthy and eager to make a greater contribution and newcomer Brandon Stokley got off to a fast start in training camp. New tight end Daniel Graham has also caught the ball well this offseason. And don't be surprised if new halfback Travis Henry doesn't emerge as a major contributor in the passing attack, too. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Travis Henry; missed some time over last weekend due to a hip pointer; not believed to be serious.
TE Tony Scheffler; opened camp on PUP; recovering from broken foot; return imminent.
WR Brandon Marshall; opened camp on PUP; recovering from strained quad; return imminent.
WR Rod Smith; opened camp on PUP; recovering from hip surgery; no timetable for return. 

Quarterback:  Jay Cutler played as well as the Broncos hoped when he replaced Jake Plummer with five games to go last season. Cutler started slow but had the offense performing well by Week 17. The Broncos hope he carries that momentum into 2007 and has a big season. 

Although he's proven to be adept at throwing deep, the team would like to see Cutler improve at checking down to the safe decisions or getting rid of the ball quicker rather than taking big shots. 

Meanwhile, coaches have been impressed with Cutler's work ethic. He was a fixture at the training facility long before the off-season program began, working on footwork and passing-related drills. He also spent time meeting with Mike Shanahan and assistant head coach/offense Mike Heimerdinger as they worked to tweak the offense to maximize Cutler's abilities. 

Expect more attacking downfield from the pocket to cater to Cutler's strengths. 

The Broncos were in the market for a veteran QB, and after Brad Johnson chose Dallas over Denver, the Broncos settled for Patrick Ramsey. He signed a two-year deal worth a reported $4.5 million. ... Ramsey does have some experience, which the Broncos were looking for. They didn't want another young quarterback backing up Cutler in his second year. But as Denver Post columnist Woody Paige suggested: "Ramsey completed as many NFL passes last year as you did. ... Zero." 

Cutler fans obviously hope that's the case again this year. 
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Running Back:  As Post staffer Mike Klis recently suggested: "Matches may be made in heaven, but rarely do they instantly mesh down here on football fields." Travis Henry and the Broncos' offense appear to be one of those rare matches. As Klis put it: "On paper, Henry and the Broncos figure to pair like peanut butter and jelly, Andretti and asphalt, Manning and Harrison." 

We think he's right. ... There's no doubt Henry's running style fits the "one cut" design of Denver's attack making him a potential 1,500-yard rusher in their vaunted zone-blocking system. Remember: Henry has rushed for at least 1,200 yards in Buffalo and Tennessee -- neither known as offensive powerhouses in recent years -- in the three seasons in which he played at least 14 games. Now he'll work in a scheme that turned the likes of Olandis Gary, Mike Anderson and Tatum Bell into 1,000-yard rushers. 

Even backup Mike Bell is thrilled to have Henry in the backfield. "That guy is good," Bell said. "He is really going to help us. ... He's another weapon and we can use him." In fact, the Broncos plan to use Henry all four quarters, leaving Bell to play a more traditional backup role rather than the complementary role he played last year. ... 

For what it's worth, Pro Football Weekly advised readers that Shanahan was left frustrated by Bell's nagging injuries and inconsistent play. The same went for Fantasy owners hoping for more. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Cecil Sapp has had a good off-season and could end up as Henry's backup. Sapp always produces in whatever role he's given, and the former standout college tailback is back at his old position after playing fullback the past couple years. 

Starting fullback Kyle Johnson is steady and the Broncos can count on him when they use two-back sets. 
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Wide Receiver:  When the Broncos signed Javon Walker to a six-year deal last spring, the team had protection if the standout receiver didn't recover sufficiently from a 2005 knee injury. Walker turned out to be the team's most productive offensive player in 2006, proved his surgically repaired knee was fully recovered, justifying Denver's decision to trade a second-round pick for him last April. As a result, the Broncos exercised an option in February, triggering the remaining five years of his deal. It was a wise move. 

The team's quarterback issues hurt his final numbers slightly last year, but Walker proved he's still capable of providing a dangerous big-play threat and also handle a chain-moving possession role when the need arises. 

With a full offseason, training camp and preseason to get on the same page with a talented young quarterback like Cutler, we're looking for Walker to pour it on this fall. 

A torn PCL in his right knee during training camp slowed his progress as a rookie last summer, but Brandon Marshall returned to action by Week 2 and worked his way back into the rotation. He finished strong, catching 14 passes in Cutler's five starts. 

With veteran Rod Smith coming off hip surgery, Marshall has worked with the first-team during off-season sessions. He likes the feel of it so much he wants to stay there. "That's my goal," he said before adding: "I want to win the Super Bowl. I want to be a Pro Bowl player. In time, I'll prove I'm a top-notch receiver in the NFL." We'll settle for the starting assignment. Marshall, who continues to deal with nagging injuries, needs to prove he can stay healthy before he can prove anything else. 

Smith, who opened camp on the PUP list, readily admits that his brilliant career doesn't make him a lock to retain a roster spot, but insists he would have it no other way. ... While it might be foolish to write off a competitor so stubborn he believed an undrafted NFL player could one day own 849 catches for 11,389 yards and 68 touchdowns -- all team records, Smith's future is far from certain. As Post columnist Mark Kiszla suggest, the best way for Smith to stick with the Broncos at this point might be if neither Marshall nor free-agent addition Brandon Stokley proves to be a trustworthy option across from Walker. 

But according to the Associated Press, Stokley was the most impressive newcomer during the first two days of training camp, starting at split end opposite Walker. Stokley made one head-turning move after another while convincing himself and his new team that he's healthy again. 

Stokley ruptured his right Achilles' tendon last December, leading to his off-season release from the Indianapolis Colts and scaring away potential suitors in free agency. According to AP sports writer Arnie Stapleton, "Early indications are he could be the steal of the offseason." 

Even if he's not the steal of the offseason, a healthy Stokley could make waves in Denver. 
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Tight End:  According to Post staffer Jim Armstrong, Daniel Graham will catch 55 passes in his first season with the Broncos. And more important, Heimerdinger agreed. "I don't think you're off," said Heimerdinger. "The tight end has always been a big part of this offense. We should be able to get him the ball." 

Interesting, at least in theory. ... Graham averaged 24 catches per season in five years with the Patriots and no Broncos tight end has caught more than 37 since Shannon Sharpe retired. We're not dismissing the notion that Graham is capable of playing a significant role in the passing attack, but 55 catches seems like a major reach. 

That's especially true if second-year man Tony Scheffler rebounds from surgery to repair the broken foot he suffered in May. If that's the case, Scheffler will still be a top receiving option for Cutler, with whom he demonstrated considerable chemistry last year. Indeed, Scheffler, who opened training camp on the Broncos' PUP list, had 12 of his 18 receptions and all four of his touchdown catches in the final five games with Cutler under center. 
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Place-kicker:  Jason Elam comes off another very good season in which he hit a career-high 93.1 percent of his field goals. His last miss of the season came on Oct. 22 at Cleveland. He tied for fourth in the AFC and ninth in the league with 115 points -- his 14th consecutive 100-point season. 

And even though he was edged out of the NFL accuracy title by another cagey veteran, Matt Stover, Elam continues to prove that consistency over the long haul is a valuable commodity. Indeed, the Post recently advised readers not the Broncos are likely to extend Elam's contract later in the year, ensuring that the longest-tenured player on the team ends his career in Denver. 

It's worth noting that Elam isn't especially happy about looking for a new holder (Plummer previously handled that chore). Still, assuming Denver's offense progresses as expected with Cutler, Walker, Marshall, Scheffler and Henry all looking like players on the rise, Elam could return to elite status. 
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Detroit Lions 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The Lions signed rookie receiver Calvin Johnson to a six-year contract on Aug. 3. According to NFL Network insider Adam Schefter the total value of the deal is $55.5 million with nearly $27.2 million in guarantees. The contract makes Johnson the highest-paid player in club history. ... Johnson was in the Detroit area, ready to go. He arrived at the facility early this morning, the Lions' medical staff gave him a quick look, he signed the contract about 8 a.m. and then he took the field for the team's first practice session of the day. ... Johnson was the second overall pick of this year's NFL draft and widely considered the best player in the draft. He is expected to make a big impact as a rookie, not just with the balls he catches, but with how his presence opens up things for his teammates. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Kevin Jones; opened camp on PUP; odds his surgically-repaired foot will be ready for opening day are 50-50.
TE Dan Campbell; opened camp on PUP; won't be rushed back from elbow injury suffered last season.
WR Shaun McDonald; opened camp on PUP; was removed a day later; his knee shouldn't be an issue going forward.
QB Drew Stanton; placed on IR on 8/3 after having knee scoped.
WR Marcus Robinson; placed on IR; will miss the 2007 season. 


Quarterback:  With career-highs of 372 completions in 596 attempts, Jon Kitna was among the NFL's most productive quarterbacks. He took every offensive snap last season, his chemistry with the team -- especially his top wideouts -- was exceptional and he handled the requisite leadership responsibilities well. On the down side, Kitna was intercepted at least once in 13 of the Lions 16 games and the interceptions outnumbered his touchdown passes. He also had a problem with fumbles (nine) and less-than-effective pass protection led to 63 sacks. 

But Mike Martz' pass-happy scheme makes up for many of those shortcomings. 

Adding super-talented rookie Calvin Johnson to an already productive receiving corps led by veteran's Roy Williams and Mike Furrey is also a plus. Better still, even though we consider him a top-5 QB, shrewd owners will keep an eye on ADP data and adjust their strategies to maximize his value. 

Dan Orlovsky did not play a snap last season but learned a great deal while serving as the radio relay between Martz upstairs and Kitna on the field. Kitna thinks Orlovsky has the tools to succeed, but the Lions seemed to send mixed messages on draft day, when they selected Drew Stanton in the second round and traded Josh McCown. As the Detroit Free Press put it: If they thought Orlovsky was good enough to be the guy if Kitna went down, why did they feel the need to draft Stanton? If they didn't think Orlovsky was good enough to be the guy if Kitna went down, why did they trade McCown? 

Whatever the case, a knee injury forced the team to place Stanton on IR early this month, officially ending his rookie season. According to Free Press staffer Nicholas J. Cotsonika, this means the Lions have decided journeyman J.T. O'Sullivan is probably good enough to make the roster. The Lions haven't even seen O'Sullivan in an exhibition, but he has been impressive in camp and could give Orlovsky a run for his money at the No. 2 spot. 
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Running Back:  Kevin Jones is still recovering from Lisfranc surgery and opened training camp on the physically unable to perform list. MLive.com beat writer Tom Kowalski, citing a source close to the situation, reports the odds are 50-50 that Jones will be ready by the start of the regular season on Sept. 9. 

That said, Jones was considered well ahead of schedule the first week of August. According to the Detroit News, he did a successful workout of about 30 minutes on Aug. 2 that included forward, backward and side-to-side cuts to test his recuperating left foot. One of the drills he participated in involved short runs while being strapped to a harness pulled by another person. Jones seemed to have no problem with the resistance. 

Meanwhile, team officials believe off-season acquisitions Tatum Bell and T.J. Duckett allow them to take a cautious approach with Jones. However, the coaching staff also believes a healthy Jones is the most talented back on the roster and gives them the best chance to win. 

Per Kowalski: "When Jones is ready, he's going to play. ..." 

And he will. But Fantasy owners should make darned sure he's healthy before drafting Jones. 

Bell became a starter in Denver for the first time as a pro last season, his third, and led the Broncos in rushing. But he's never been able to fully grasp a featured role. In three seasons with the Broncos he has rushed for 2,342 yards and 13 touchdowns and owns a career yards-per-carry average of 4.9. If for some reason Jones isn't ready, the speedy Bell would become the de facto starter at halfback -- at least until Jones returned. 

Martz said Bell has, in some ways, been a surprise to him. "Tatum right now is a different level," the coach said following the first week of camp. "He's better than I thought he'd be, to be honest with you." Martz went on to say "[Bell] is the whole package. ... He's got so much juice to him. He can go. He's taken our offense and learned it so well. He doesn't make any mistakes. He's catching the ball extremely well. He's playing at such a high level right now. ..." 

And why might Martz be so excited? Speed. Bell is fast and Martz is -- and always has been -- a sucker for speed (see Trung Canidate). ... We'll remind you this is the first week of training camp. It's a good starting point but it's not the final word. 

Duckett's stated goal this season is to re-establish himself with the Lions and then perhaps go back into the free agent market again next spring. This year, he could be used as a change-of-pace back when Detroit wants to go to a power-running attack. Duckett scored only two touchdowns in limited playing time with the Redskins last year, but he showed his power during his four-year stay with the Falcons. After scoring four touchdowns as a rookie, Duckett totaled 27 touchdowns over the next three seasons. While he's by no means a lock he'll do so, it certainly wouldn't be shocking if Duckett emerged in a similar role in Detroit. 

Shawn Bryson's release leaves second-year man Brian Calhoun and Aveion Cason at the bottom of the depth chart. Calhoun, who suffered a torn ACL as a rookie, recently told reporters he's fully recovered. 
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Wide Receiver:  Despite the occasional drop, Williams ramped up his game last year and Martz firmly believes talented young wideout is on the verge of becoming the best receiver in the game. While he's always been capable of making the acrobatic catch because has excellent body control and great hands, he's still too inconsistent in his route-running and concentration. The issue, as Kowalski explained, is Martz' throw-to-a-spot offense. The receiver must not only hit the mark at the right time but also do a good job in setting up the defenders. In Williams' case, that's even more important because he usually has at least two defenders shadowing him. 

That could change this year with Johnson joining Detroit's receiving corps. With defenders forced to watch an even bigger, faster wideout working alongside him, Williams could take another step toward achieving his full potential. 

And Johnson? As the Associated Press characterized him: "Simply the most jaw-dropping talent in the draft." 

Johnson was drafted by Lions with the second pick in April's draft and all involved seem to share the opinion he'll bring Detroit's offense a new dimension. His size and strength let him close off defenders in traffic. He ran a 4.35 in the 40-yard dash at the combine and has the physical attributes needed to defeat press coverage and outrun most defenders. And Martz can't wait to unleash the big youngster, who is expected to move immediately into the starting lineup. 

Discussing Johnson's imposing physical stature, Kitna said that was "basically Kalimba Edwards playing receiver." Not quite. Edwards, a defensive end, is 6-6 and 265 pounds. But the point stands; Johnson is a full-grown man with as unique a combination of size, speed and talent as we've seen come down the pike. 

Furrey had 11 catches in last year's season finale to finish with 98, the most ever by a non-rookie following a season when he had no catches. Despite the huge totals posted last season (and despite a lucrative new contract), Furrey's role will obviously change this fall thanks to the arrival of Johnson. All indications are the veteran will move from the No. 2 to No. 3 spot. 

Even knowing the likely outcome, Furrey (and Williams) lobbied the Lions to draft Johnson. 

And it's not hard to figure out why. Imagine a three-wide set with Williams and Johnson split wide and Furrey in the slot. ... And Martz calling the plays. Even if Johnson's arrival knocks him out of the starting lineup as expected, last season's totals are indicative of the confidence and comfort level Kitna and Martz have in Furrey. 

Free-agent addition Shaun McDonald is considered the likely candidate to emerge as Detroit's fourth receiver. In four seasons with St. Louis, McDonald had 106 receptions for 1,215 yards and four touchdowns. In Detroit, he will reunite with Martz and former teammate Furrey. McDonald, who had just 13 catches and one TD under Scott Linehan last year after two productive seasons under Martz, has to be happy to be back in the Martz scheme. 

Martz is happy, too. The coach recently suggested that Williams, Johnson, Furrey and McDonald will represent the best quartet of pass catchers he's ever had. 
[image: image63.png]



Tight End:  As the Sports Xchange recently noted, Dan Campbell showed he was more than just a blocker last season by making some big catches. He plays the traditional, point-of-attack tight end position while up-and-coming talent Casey FitzSimmons and Sean McHugh play what Martz calls the fullback -- more of an H-back position. Expect a lot of pre-snap movement from all of these guys, and some critical plays, too. 

As Kowalski recently reminded readers, FitzSimmons had played exceptionally well in training camp last summer and had locked down the starting job until breaking his wrist in the final preseason game. That opened the door for Campbell, who has a very strong year and kept FitzSimmons on the bench and out of sight. FitzSimmons has decent speed and excellent hands and needs to show (again) that he can be a huge factor in the passing offense. He also has to continue improving his blocking ability so he's not a one-dimensional liability. 

With that in mind -- and with Campbell opening training camp on the PUP list and Eric Beverly, who was signed in the offseason as a blocking tight end, unexpectedly announcing his retirement late last month -- Darnell Sanders has been getting reps as the first-team tight end -- and making an impression. 
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Place-kicker:  In his 15th season as a pro, Jason Hanson continued to play at an extremely high level. He connected on 29 of 33 field goal attempts. As a result, he now holds the top four one-season totals in franchise history. He had 34 in 1993, 29 in '98 and 27 in '95. Overall, Hanson scored 117 points, tying his total in 1997 for fifth most in franchise history. Along the way, he posted four games of 10 or more points and connected on 3 of 6 field-goal attempts from beyond 50 yards. And while three of his four misses were from 52, 56 and 52 yards, Hanson showed no sign of diminishing leg strength on kickoffs, tying for fifth in the NFL with 13 touchbacks on kickoffs. ... 

With Martz calling the offensive shots, Detroit's wide-open offense will continue to make Hanson an attractive Fantasy prospect. 
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Green Bay Packers 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Brett Favre's return for at least one more year highlights the issue that's been the topic for two seasons: Are the Packers committed to surrounding the veteran QB with the talent necessary to make a playoff run? Despite rumored interest in Randy Moss and Chiefs running back Larry Johnson, Packers GM Ted Thompson continued to build the old-fashioned way: Slowly, through the draft. ... Meaning? Donald Driver should be a very busy man again this year. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Vernand Morency; currently missing time with strained knee; could miss up to 4 weeks.
RB P.J. Pope; will miss at least 2 weeks following knee surgery performed on 8/6.
WR Greg Jennings; bothered by sore hip flexor; held out of practice 8/6 to rest.
TE Bubba Franks; missed time last week with scratched cornea; he returned to practice on 8/6.
TE Tory Humphrey; placed on IR; will miss 2007 season due to broken left ankle suffered on 7/28.
WR Donald Driver; spent first 2 days of camp on PUP; shoulder shouldn't be an issue going forward. 

Quarterback:  Talk about your interesting offseasons. ... Brett Favre committed to another campaign as Green Bay's offensive leader earlier this year only to question management's desire to win. This after losing Ahman Green and David Martin via free agency and then failing to trade for Randy Moss. 

It should be noted that Favre proved he still has the skills necessary to remain one of the more effective QBs in the game last season. He played more under control than the previous season and cut his interceptions from a career-high 29 to 18. But he was still erratic at times, particularly down the stretch, with 11 interceptions in the last six games. In his defense, part of the problem -- and a major reason he was limited to just 18 TD passes -- was a lack of playmakers around him. 

It's safe to say that will be an issue again in 2007. 

Although most observers felt Aaron Rodgers precipitous fall in the 2005 NFL Draft put him in an ideal situation, Favre's continued presence has put the kibosh on a starting role. But Rodgers isn't complaining. Not about an offseason in which he spent six weeks on crutches recovering from a broken left foot. And not about the prospect of spending his third NFL season on the bench playing second fiddle to Favre. "People are going to talk about the potential negatives," said Rodgers. "I don't really see any negatives." 

Of course, Favre, the most durable quarterback in NFL history, announced earlier this year that he would return for a 17th season leaving leaves Rodgers holding the proverbial clipboard for at least another season. "It's just another year to grow as a player and person in this league," Rodgers said. ... He's right. And it's going to pay off. Eventually. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Ingle Martin should remain the No. 3, though accuracy was an issue when he ran the No. 1 offense in off-season workouts when Favre and Rodgers were on the mend. 
[image: image67.png]



Running Back:  If you believe head coach Mike McCarthy, Vernand Morency has the potential to be a star. "Do I think Mo can be a 1,000-yard rusher in this league?" McCarthy said earlier this year. "Absolutely. But the thing he's going to have to prove to all of us is the durability of doing it for 16 games." 

And there is the rub. ... In 13 games last season, Morency carried 91 times as the change-of-pace back to Ahman Green. He started two games, and had single-game totals of 101 yards against Arizona and 99 yards against Philadelphia. He also missed two games in midseason with a back injury. 

As a result, Morency is entering his third season and has yet to prove he can stand up to consistent pounding. This probably explains the addition of second-round pick Brandon Jackson. 

And as if on cue, McCarthy announced on Jul. 30 that Morency would miss two weeks with a sore knee. But asked on Aug. 2 if Morency was still expected to return to work in two weeks, McCarthy was less than precise. "They're saying a couple weeks, two to three weeks," the coach explained. "I talked to [Morency] this morning. The soreness is in his patella tendon. It's a knee strain is what it's classified as. It's a couple weeks. It could be two. It could be four." 

Four? That's getting serious. And Jackson is getting plenty of work in Morency's absence. 

A second-round pick in April's draft, Jackson appears to be a good fit for the Packers' zone-blocking running scheme; he played in a similar system at Nebraska. As PackersNews.com recently noted, Jackson and Morency seemingly are similar backs. Both played in zone-blocking schemes in college (Morency at Oklahoma State). They also have similar builds, leading some observers to wonder if either man is capable of handling the 300-plus touches Green provided a year ago. 

Bottom line? Keep a close eye on developments this preseason before committing to either back. 

According to the Xchange, DeShawn Wynn, a seventh-round choice this year, is a sleeper candidate to be in the mix this year. Should Wynn falter in camp, Noah Herron figures to return as a third-down back. 

Incumbent starter Brandon Miree is an ideal fullback for the scheme, but has to stay healthy. 
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Wide Receiver:  Despite playing the final month of the season with a dislocated shoulder, Donald Driver was a bright spot in the Packer offense and rated fifth in the league with career highs for catches and receiving yards. His reception total was the most by a Packer since Robert Brooks had 102 in 1995. Only Antonio Freeman in 1998 (1,424) and Javon Walker in 2004 (1,382) had more receiving yards in a season. It's also worth noting that Driver has gone 80 consecutive games with at least one reception, the ninth-longest streak in football. 

Although Favre desperately wanted the team to add Moss this offseason, it wasn't a knock against Driver. In fact, Moss and Driver would have formed the most dynamic receiving tandem Favre had ever seen. That won't be the case with a Driver-Greg Jennings tandem -- but it does ensure another big year for Driver. 

As the Xchange recently noted, Jennings' auspicious NFL debut was foiled by an ankle injury that limited his route running and explosiveness in the open field the last half of the season. As a result, his objective during the offseason was becoming more explosive through weight and speed training and to focus on getting in and out of his breaks faster. He's capable of making cuts at a top speed, but sometimes didn't drive the route deep enough based on the coverage or went to a spot where he wasn't supposed to be. As a result his timing with Favre wasn't always great last season. 

Bottom line? Jennings has good hands, a strong grasp of the offensive scheme and some run-after-the-catch ability. So, getting on the same page as Favre should be a priority this summer. If he can do that, Jennings could provide outstanding value. 

Milwaukee Journal Sentinel staffer Tom Silverstein reports that rookie receiver James Jones is going to be force-fed the offense in hopes he can have the kind of impact Jennings did at the start of his first season. 

According to Silverstein, Jones has a big body and strong hands and could be a very effective short-yardage receiver, similar to what Sterling Sharpe was early in his career. Jones has to show he can run after the catch in the pros as well as he did in college to be a factor. 
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Tight End:  Not long ago, Bubba Franks was viewed as the Packers franchise tight end. Now, Franks is fighting not only for playing time, but a roster spot. Meanwhile, McCarthy told reporters the athletic Donald Lee showed his potential while working with the first team in mini-camp. "I think he really showed up in the vertical passing game, which we obviously need -- it generates big plays, particularly from the inside positions," McCarthy said. 

The Packers need more scoring from their tight ends to help fix a red-zone offense that was among the league's worst last season -- due in part to Franks' decline. ... Lee is good on crossing and post routes but hasn't shown a great ability to split defenders down the middle of the field. Still, Lee has a chance to be the top receiving tight end if he shows more consistency and a better feel for the offense. 
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Place-kicker:  There's going to be another kicking competition this summer. Sixth-round selection Mason Crosby, a strong-legged place-kicker who played in the thin air at the University of Colorado, will try to unseat Dave Rayner, who came to Green Bay as a free agent last year and beat out Billy Cundiff in camp. 

Rayner hit 74.3 percent of his field-goal attempts as Ryan Longwell's replacement and seemingly had a strong grip on the job for 2007. That changed when GM Ted Thompson took Crosby at No. 193 overall. "It was a value pick," Thompson said, adding he was not unhappy with Rayner. "It was a way to bring in competition." 

Crosby, who has a soccer background, was rated by some scouts as the top kicker in the draft but was the third and final kicker selected. Fantasy owners will need to let this one play out and adjusting their strategy accordingly. 
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Houston Texans 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The big question in Houston is whether Matt Schaub is the franchise quarterback former first-round pick David Carr failed to become. We're still not sold on the notion that Carr was the Texans' biggest problem, but Schaub has made a concerted effort to establish himself as a team leader -- something Carr never did. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Keenan McCardell; currently limited by a strained quad.
WR David Anderson; currently limited by a sore hamstring.
RB Chris Taylor; placed on IR on 7/30; will miss the 2007 season with a torn meniscus. 
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Quarterback:  Acquired in a trade from Atlanta, Matt Schaub was immediately named Houston's starter and the team released David Carr shortly thereafter. A gamble? Maybe. ... Schaub hasn't started a game since 2005 and threw just 27 passes last season. As Houston Chronicle staffer Jerome Solomon suggested: "Often, guys who sit on the bench but look good in reserve situations are just that -- guys who look good in reserve situations. ..." 

Solomon's Chronicle colleague Richard Justice offered the dissenting viewpoint: "Schaub has more physical tools than any quarterback [Houston] could have acquired in free agency or the draft. He would surprise almost no one by becoming a star. ... About all he hasn't done is prove he's the real deal." 

Justice is among those who believe all Schaub needs to excel are an opportunity and decent supporting cast. He gets at least half that in Houston, where he's quickly emerging as a leader both on and off the field. 

Sage Rosenfels returns as a quality backup who the Sports Xchange notes is tailor-made for this offense. He has great pocket presence and a terrific understanding of the schemes. 
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Running Back:  Although he missed much of the 2005 season with a quadriceps injury, Ahman Green has been one of the most productive running backs in the NFL for the past seven years. The former Cornhusker enjoyed his five best seasons (2000-2004) when Mike Sherman was the Packers head coach. During that period, he never rushed for fewer than 1,163 yards. His best season was 2003 when he rushed for 1,883 yards and scored 20 touchdowns. 

Sherman is now the Texans' offensive coordinator and assistant head coach. Green, who immediately takes over as Houston's top back, could re-establish himself as a star in the Texans' zone-blocking scheme. It's also worth noting that Packers head coach Mike McCarthy, talking to reporters before Green signed with the Texans, expressed his belief that Green is still capable of 20-22 carries per game at this stage of his career. The Texans apparently appreciated the heads up. 

Ron Dayne, re-signed in March, will return for his second season with the Texans as a situational player. The Texans acquired Dayne as a free agent last September. His total rushing yards were more than his previous three seasons combined. His five touchdowns were the most since he collected seven with the New York Giants in 2001. This year, Dayne is expected to be used in goal-line and short-yardage situations, with Green getting most of the work. While we would suggest Dayne has never been especially impressive in short-yardage situations, head coach Gary Kubiak is familiar with Dayne from their stint together in Denver and seems to know how to get the best out of him. ... 

Meanwhile, the Texans took five running backs into training camp (Domanick [Davis] Williams was released earlier in the year): Green, Dayne, Samkon Gado, Wali Lundy and Chris Taylor. None seem likely to challenge for playing time, however. 

In fact, Taylor, who rushed for 99 yards in the last game of last season, underwent surgery on 7/30 and was placed on injured reserve, ending his season. The Texans subsequently signed two running backs veteran Patrick Pass and rookie Darius Walker (Notre Dame). Pass earned three Super Bowl rings as a backup with the Patriots. Walker signed with the Texans as a free agent but was waived before camp. 

According to the Xchange, fullback Vonta Leach was a big reason for the running game's success in the final month and they will need him to be a ferocious blocker again. The Texans shifted rookie John Abbate from linebacker to fullback, and the transition has been smoother than they ever predicted. With Jameel Cook on the physically-unable-to-perform list, Abbate has the opportunity to be a backup to Leach. 
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Wide Receiver:  Andre Johnson comes off his best season as a pro despite the team's failure to field a solid enough No. 2 receiver to keep opposing defenses honest. Former Bill Eric Moulds was brought on board to fill that role, but came up short. 

As the Houston Chronicle suggested, the numbers Johnson posted were even more impressive considering he faced double and triple teams on a regular basis. It was evident in the final month or so of the season that Johnson was no longer able to do it by himself. His numbers started dropping considerably. 

Now, Moulds is gone and journeyman Kevin Walter was the early favorite to fill the No. 2 spot -- at least until Keenan McCardell signed late last month. Still, it would be a reach to believe Johnson's job will get much easier in terms of coverage. Nonetheless, the belief at team headquarters is that Schaub will help the Texans take full advantage of the young wideout's considerable skills. 

As soon as the Texans released Moulds, Kubiak named Walter as Moulds' replacement. Now, of course, Walter will have to beat out McCardell -- and perhaps rookie Jacoby Jones. 

It's not clear, however, what the McCardell has left. The veteran's last 1,000-yard season came in 2003, his final season with the Buccaneers. He had 84 catches for 1,174 yards and eight TDs that year. The best of McCardell's three seasons with the Chargers was 2005, when he caught 70 passes for 917 yards and had nine touchdowns. 

He has missed some time early in camp with a strained quad. 

According to his NFL.com scouting report, the 6-3, 210-pound Jones will need time to develop at the next level, but there is no question that the athletic talent is there. In the interim, he can bring instant value as a return specialist. 

Andre' Davis, Bethel Johnson, Jerome Mathis and Charlie Adams will battle for roster spots. 
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Tight End:  Owen Daniels is a player the Texans are excited to see entering his second season. He earned a starting role last summer and as the Chronicle noted, was especially effective in the passing game during the first half of the season. He proved to be an every-down type of tight end, emerging as a surprisingly effective blocker while showing good speed and great hands. He was able to get into the middle of the field, stretch defenses and make big plays. 

In the second half of the season, though, Daniels disappeared. Defenses were able to take him out of the game, and an injury to his shoulder eventually landed him on the sidelines. Still, he clearly demonstrated the ability to provide the dual threat tight end Houston missed in past seasons we expect continued progress -- as long as the shoulder isn't an ongoing issue. 

Mark Bruener and Jeb Putzier will compete for playing time behind Daniels. According to the Xchange, both enter in tremendous shape, especially Putzier, who was disappointing for the Texans in his first season with the team. Both also have fairly defined roles; Bruener is the better blocker while Putzier is more of a receiving specialist. 
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Place-kicker:  Kris Brown was a major source of scoring during the Texans' 2005 season. He scored 102 points, his most as a Texan. Things obviously didn't go as well in 2006, although Pro Football Weekly recently suggested Brown may have saved his job with his kicking in the final month of the season. 

And looking back on his career as a Texan, Brown has hit five game-winners for the Texans and nine over seven NFL seasons. He's made 73 of 90 attempts from less than 50 yards in four seasons in Houston and has accounted for 32.6 percent of the team's points. That, of course, would be a much more impressive figure if Brown played for the Colts or just about any team in the league other than Houston. 

Will the Texans' offense improve this year? The addition of Schaub and Green could help, but don't bet your Fantasy success on it. 
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Indianapolis Colts 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The unexpected retirement of veteran offensive tackle Tarik Glenn has to be of some concern. As the Sports Xchange suggests, the chances of finding another quality veteran offensive left tackle on the NFL scrap heap isn't easy. For now, it's going to be second-year man Charlie Johnson and rookie Tony Ugoh competing to replace him. Still, the Colts' attitude to filling the huge gap left by Glenn's departure is much the same as it has been when replacing other high-profile players in recent years. "The National Football League is what it is. And you're always going to have situations where you lose players," team president Bill Polian explained. "That's what the National Football League is about. And that's how you have to deal with things in the National Football League. ... You move on and that's what we'll do." Of course, they'll do it with Peyton Manning's blind side somewhat less secure. 

HEALTH WATCH
TE Mike Seidman; Placed on IR; a knee injury ended his 2007 season on 8/3. 


Quarterback:  In addition to getting the Super Bowl "monkey" off his back in high style (he was named SB XLI MVP after the Colts' victory over Chicago in February), Peyton Manning once again demonstrated his ability to adjust to meet the team's needs by becoming more of a game manager. Instead of trying to force balls into coverages, he took what defenses were allowing and making the most of it. That meant shorter pass routes for the receivers and backs. But it also meant a more consistent offensive attack. 

Manning's command of the scheme, a strong supporting cast and his impressive durability -- he took all 1,011 offensive snaps last season -- continue to make him the top Fantasy threat at his position. He's consistent. He's productive. And he should clearly be the first quarterback to come off the board in your Fantasy draft. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Jim Sorgi is the primary backup with Josh Betts and John Navarre expected to battle it out for the No. 3 spot. Indianapolis kept just two quarterbacks on the regular season active roster last year. 
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Running Back:  In seven of 20 games last season, including the Super Bowl, Dominic Rhodes had more carries than Joseph Addai, and in another game they tied. Addai was rarely pushed like a lead back, carrying the ball 20 or more times in only four games. As the Indianapolis Star suggested, the plan worked so well that even with Rhodes' free-agent departure, even with Addai expected to improve on his 1,081-yard rookie season, the Colts aren't inclined to change the tandem blueprint. 

"We'd love to get another guy who could get 10-12 carries and we've got to develop that," head coach Tony Dungy recently said. Addai made it clear he'll accept whatever role awaits him. "Everybody wants to be the guy," he said. "But if (sharing carries) is the system we have to play in, I don't mind. ..." 

As long as he's productive as he was last season, Fantasy owners won't mind either. 

And chances are, he will be more productive. In addition to an increased rushing load, look for the Colts to maximize Addai's talents by getting him more involved in the passing attack. Addai spent a lot of time during the off-season workouts on improving the receiving phase of his game. 

Whether the Colts can find a replacement for the departed Rhodes remains unclear. DeDe Dorsey is the early favorite, but neither he nor any of the other possible backups on the roster has rushed in an NFL regular-season game. In fact, other than Addai, Dorsey is the only Colts halfback to have even appeared in an NFL game. 

Is Dorsey the solution? After being claimed off waivers from Cincinnati before the 2006 regular season, his playing time was limited to special teams with the Colts. But Dorsey used practice time to learn the intricacies of the offense. "With Dominic being gone," Dorsey suggested in May. "I think I can help contribute." Maybe so. But we strongly suspect any contribution he makes will pale in comparison to what Rhodes delivered in past seasons. 
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Wide Receiver:  In Marvin Harrison and Reggie Wayne, the Colts possess perhaps the best one-two pass receiving combo in the league. The pair combined for 181 catches, 2,676 yards and 21 touchdowns last season, earning both a spot in the Pro Bowl. 

As Dungy suggested, Harrison's role hasn't changed all that much over the last decade. He's a consistent, productive, critical element to the Colts' offense. Harrison surpassed the 80-reception, 1,000-yard, 10-touchdown plateaus for an eighth consecutive season. Harrison's reception total was his highest since he set an NFL record with 143 receptions in 2002. That was his fourth consecutive 100-receptions season, but Dungy said the reason he hasn't surpassed 100 receptions in a season since has little to do with Harrison. 

"The fact that he's now a 90-catch guy as opposed to a 120-catch guy is really just a function of us being probably better on offense, and more solid," Dungy said. 

More important than the overall totals is the fact that Harrison continues to be a dangerous deep threat, something that makes him critical to the Colts' offense even on plays when he is not the primary receiver. 

Wayne, who has improved statistically in each of his first six NFL seasons, had another career-best season in 2006. And unlike Harrison, Wayne hasn't hit the ceiling. As 2001, as a rookie, he caught 27 passes for 345 yards and no touchdowns; the following season, he caught 49 passes for 716 yards and four touchdowns. In 2003, he caught 68 passes for 838 yards and seven touchdowns, and the following season -- when Manning set an NFL record with 49 touchdown passes -- Wayne had what many considered a breakout season, catching 77 passes for 1,210 yards and 12 touchdowns. 

Wayne has said before each of the past several seasons his goal is to improve statistically from the previous season. The improvements have been especially impressive and notable -- certainly from a Fantasy perspective -- the last two years. Look for more of the same this year. 

The Colts closed out the first round of April's draft by selecting Anthony Gonzalez. According to his NFL.com scouting report, Gonzalez comes off the snap well, has the speed to gobble up the defensive back's cushion and uses his quickness to create separation rather than rely on crisp, precise footwork. He needs to work on getting cleaner releases from defenders at the line of scrimmage -- and must get stronger to do so. 

Still, as the Xchange suggests, he's a perfect fit for a team that was looking to replace Brandon Stokley. Coordinator Tom Moore likes using a slot receiver, but was forced to go more with a two tight-end alignment last season due to numerous injuries incurred by Stokley that left him sidelined for most of the year. Gonzalez could change that. If so, he could also be surprisingly productive. It's hard to go against a guy working with Manning. 

Aaron Moorehead and John Standeford appear to be battling for the No. 4 spot. 
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Tight End:  Dallas Clark started the first 11 games last season, pulling in 26 receptions for 311 yards and four touchdowns -- totals consistent with his first three NFL seasons. But an injured knee suffered in Week 12 cost him most of December. Clark returned for the season finale against the Dolphins and offered a glimpse of his full capabilities, catching four passes for 56 yards. Then, with Stokley missing the postseason with a ruptured Achilles' tendon, Clark played a major role in the team's drive to the Super Bowl. 

While the selection of Gonzalez probably means fewer two-TE sets this fall, Clark is far enough ahead of Ben Utecht and Bryan Fletcher -- both in terms of blocking and receiving -- that his playing time won't suffer. The presence of all three keeps us from ranking Clark as front-line Fantasy tight end. But not by much. 

Utecht has given every indication he can be a productive option whenever Moore opts to go with his 2-TE formation. He's an adequate blocker and a solid mid-range receiving threat. He's a big target for Manning and a reliable receiver. Of his 37 receptions, 18 produced first downs. Utecht and Fletcher, who started three games in the regular season with 18 receptions for 202 yards and two touchdowns, provide viable alternatives should anything happen to Clark. 

Mike Seidman, a free-agent addition from Carolina, was placed on IR with an injured knee on Aug. 3 officially ending his 2007 season. 
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Place-kicker:  Adam Vinatieri missed three games with an injured groin, but 2006 was still his 10th consecutive season with at least 100 points. His value to the Colts might be best measured by his post-season work; Vinatieri converted three of three field goals in a 23-8 victory over Kansas City, then made five of five field goals the following week, providing all his team's points in a 15-6 win over Baltimore. "Obviously, we kicked field goals well," Dungy said. No doubt. 

It's worth noting that Vinatieri has been unstoppable in the RCA Dome, hitting 29 of 29 career field goals and all 50 career PAT attempts made in Indianapolis. 

A man with that kind of track record -- especially one playing alongside an offense as potent as the Colts -- is hard to pass up when it's time to snare your Fantasy kicker. 
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Jacksonville Jaguars 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The Jaguars had the league's second-ranked running game but 24th-ranked pass-offense last season. The combination left the Jaguars 10th overall. So the biggest question in Jacksonville this year is: Can the passing game improve to at least the middle of the pack this season? New offensive coordinator Dirk Koetter has a reputation for liking to throw deep with play-action passes off the running game. That seems to be a good fit for the Jaguars, who will use plenty of four-wide receiver sets. They'll also throw to the tight end on deep seam routes. It's an offense that could make 2006 first-round draft pick Marcedes Lewis a featured performer. 

HEALTH WATCH
TE George Wrighster; opened camp on PUP; coming off shoulder surgery; expected to return soon.
QB Quinn Gray; opened camp on PUP; removed on 8/4; ankle shouldn't be an issue going forward. 


Quarterback:  Byron Leftwich, who started the first six games, was irate last season after head coach Jack Del Rio benched him after a tough loss in Houston -- a game he played with sore ankle. Leftwich said he could have played through the injury, but Del Rio decided to bench him for David Garrard. Leftwich eventually had surgery and was placed on injured reserve. Despite their disconnect and what appears to be some lingering friction between player and coach, Del Rio confirmed in February that Leftwich will be his starter this season. 

It's worth noting that Leftwich, who elected to work out on his own (with a personal trainer) this offseason, appears to be much slimmer than he has in the past and seems to be determined to prove his critics -- starting with Del Rio, who admittedly lobbied to draft Brady Quinn in April -- wrong. 

The team also expressed interest in former Dolphin Daunte Culpepper -- going so far as informing Leftwich and Garrard of their interest -- before signing former Browns first-round draft pick Tim Couch late last month. 

Despite the addition, Garrard, 9-6 as a starter over the past two years, appears to be locked in as the No. 2. And with Leftwich entering the final year of his current contract without an extension in sight, Garrard could be find himself in the right place at the right time next season. 

Incumbent No. 3 man Quinn Gray opened camp on the PUP due to an injured ankle. He's unlikely to move up in the rotation this season. 
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Running Back:  Little wonder Maurice Jones-Drew garnered Rookie of the Year consideration (drawing nine votes): He scored sixteen touchdowns, third best in the league -- and was one of two players (along with Reggie Bush) to score by rushing, receiving and returning kicks. He also set a franchise record with 303 all-purpose yards, including 166 rushing, against the Colts in December. His 2,250 all-purpose yards were third-best of anyone last season and third-best all-time by a rookie. 

But he's not satisfied. ... Like teammates Fred Taylor and Leftwich, Jones-Drew worked out with a personal trainer instead of in the Jags' off-season program. Having played last season at 210 pounds, the goal was to drop about five pounds and gain quickness. 

The workout arrangements were fine with Del Rio. "[He] said just come back and perform like you did last year," Jones-Drew explained. We obviously expect him to do just that. 

Although the emergence of Jones-Drew led to speculation that the Jags might part ways with Taylor, it appears their success with the two men sharing time (they combined for 2,087 yards rushing and 18 touchdowns) was a factor in signing Taylor to a three-year extension -- worth a reported $23 million -- this offseason. 

Indeed, the arrival of Jones-Drew may have helped Taylor stay healthy for most of the season (he did miss one game with a hamstring injury and sat out most of another). Of course, it remains to be seen how the workload will be split this year. It seems premature to assume Taylor, who spent another offseason working on his own with a personal trainer, will open camp locked in at the No. 1 spot given Jones-Drew's impressive rookie campaign. 

In fact, we're looking for Taylor -- even if he lines up as the starter -- to play an increasingly complementary role this year. 

That's especially true if Greg Jones returns as expected. Jones hit the practice field in May, getting in s his first on-field work since a torn ACL during the 2006 preseason. Jones has experience in returning from torn ACLs after suffering the same injury to his other (right) knee as a junior at Florida State. The injury last year reportedly involved less pain and swelling than Jones experienced the first time around. If his rehab continues to go as scheduled, Jones will further bolster an already potent rushing attack. 

According to the Sports Xchange, LaBrandon Toefield or Alvin Pearman will have to battle for what's likely to be a single roster spot. 
[image: image87.png]



Wide Receiver:  Talk about disappointments. ... Following Jimmy Smith's surprise retirement last May, the Jaguars didn't have a receiver in the top 50 in the league in catches in 2006. While former first-round draft picks Reggie Williams and Matt Jones haven't fared much better than less-heralded teammate Ernest Wilford, we're ranking Jones and Williams at the top of the Jacksonville heap based on the investment made in them. 

That's not to suggest, however, that Wilford, free-agent acquisition Dennis Northcutt -- or even incoming rookie Mike Walker -- can't outperform their more highly-touted teammates. 

In fact, the Florida Times-Union suggested in June that if the Jaguars had an off-season depth chart, Williams and Jones wouldn't have been starters following the team's off-season program. 

After the team conducted its final organized team activity before training camp, Del Rio was asked where the two receivers who were drafted in the first round in 2004 and 2005 were currently standing. "Well, they don't stand at the front of the line," the coach replied. 

It should be noted that Jones and Williams were injured much of the offseason and Del Rio made it obvious they have to stay healthy to win jobs. "It's really difficult to improve as a football player if you're not taking reps," he said. 

According to the team's official web site, Northcutt was impressive during off-season workouts while Walker gained attention during the club's spring mini-camp workouts with strong hands and polished route-running skills. The club expects him to become an immediate contributor as a rookie. 

Charles Sharon, who also caught the coaching staff's eye this offseason, could push for a spot in the rotation, too. 
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Tight End:  In a bit of a twist, George Wrighster became the pass-catching threat team officials expected Marcedes Lewis would last season. As a result, Lewis, Wrighster (and free-agent acquisition Jermaine Wiggins) will compete for playing time this year. That said, they believe the position will be upgraded if Lewis rebounds from his disappointing rookie season -- a campaign limited by a high ankle sprain suffered in the first pre-season game. 

Fortunately, new coordinator Dirk Koetter makes the tight end a focal point of his scheme. During workouts, the quarterbacks threw the ball often to the tight end on deep seam routes. It's an offense that could make Lewis a featured performer. He certainly boasts the most complete set of physical attributes of the team's tight ends. And with Wrighster, who opened training camp on the PUP, returning from off-season surgery to repair a torn labrum, Lewis should get ample opportunity to prove his worth this summer. 

For the record, Wrighster was going close to full speed in individual drills the fist couple of days of training camp; he should come off the PUP soon. 

Another name worth noting is Greg Estandia. The 6-8, 265 pounder was impressive in early training camp workouts and could earn a roster spot, especially if Wrighster's recovery doesn't go as well as hoped. 
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Place-kicker:  The Jaguars signed Josh Scobee to a five-year deal early this offseason. He was set to become a restricted free agent, but his future became obvious when the Jaguars tendered him at the first-round level. "He made significant improvement with his mechanics and accuracy," Del Rio said of Scobee, who converted 26 of 32 field goal attempts last season. 

Scobee has one of the strongest legs in the game and was second in the league in touchbacks last season. He also posted five games of 10 points or more in 2006 -- a career high. 

While Scobee clearly came through for Fantasy owners last season, we're not ready to anoint him starting material just yet. But should the Jaguar offense -- specifically the passing attack -- come on a little stronger this summer, Scobee could move from superior backup to regular starter. 
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Kansas City Chiefs 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Michael Vick's legal issues notwithstanding, Larry Johnson's ongoing holdout is the league's biggest story -- certainly from a Fantasy perspective. The Chiefs still have not submitted a new written contract proposal to Johnson since June 1. According to NFL Network insider Adam Schefter, Johnson is frustrated and disappointed, and relegated to missing the preseason, if not much of the regular season. The Chiefs feel as if their backfield is in good standing, even without Johnson. We'll obviously be following Johnson's situation closely; you should, too. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Dwayne Bowe; placed on PUP after signing late (8/4); shouldn't be on the list long.
RB Priest Holmes; opened camp on PUP; not injured, but won't be rushed back into action. 


Quarterback:  Although Damon Huard is the more proven candidate, recent reports out of Kansas City indicate the team's QB competition might already be decided (and not in Huard's favor) were fortified during the team's late-June mini-camp when Brodie Croyle got all of the first-team snaps. 

Croyle's NFL career, though brief, has been less than impressive. It consists statistically of two games, seven passes, three completions and two interceptions, one of which was returned for a touchdown. ... So why is head coach Herman Edwards so keen on him? Because the coach is looking to rebuild a once-aging team, originally built to predecessor Dick Vermeil's specifications, and what better way to put a stamp on a program than by anointing a QB of the future? 

The problem, as mentioned above, lies in the fact that Croyle has done little to prove he's capable of filling that role. Croyle seems to have sufficient arm strength and accuracy, but durability has been a question going back to his college years and most observers believe he'll need at least another year on the bench before he's ready to contribute. 

We're not sold on Croyle; he still needs to prove his rather slight frame can handle NFL-level abuse. For now, Huard seems to have the best take on the situation. "I don't know exactly what's going to happen with our quarterback position, but at least I know I'll be in the mix," he said. 

And he should. Huard, who got the nod last season after Trent Green suffered a severe concussion in the opener, started eight games and led Kansas City to a 5-3 mark while compiling an impressive 98.0 passing rating. He was more accurate and more confident on his deep throws than Green was, and while not as accurate overall, showed a better understanding of the offensive strategy. ... Green was traded to Miami the first week of June. 
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Running Back:  The question of when running back Larry Johnson will report to camp remains the Chiefs' No. 1 issue. One thing is for certain -- he wasn't there when camp opened and all indications point towards a lengthy holdout. 

But the running back situation in Kansas City took an interesting twist late last month when the team announced Priest Holmes intends to return to the team 21 months after a big hit appeared to end his career. Holmes suffered head and neck trauma that kept him out all of last season. 

Holmes hasn't played for nearly two years and will turn 34 on Oct. 7, but his presence provides at least a little more breathing room should Johnson's holdout run into the season. 

And it should be noted the Chiefs and Johnson are far apart in their negotiations to extend his contract. The issue may not be resolved by the time the Chiefs return to Kansas City in mid-August. GM Carl Peterson said the Chiefs will fine Johnson, who is under contract, about $14,000 daily until he returns. 

Most of the questions at Peterson's camp-opening briefing involved either Johnson or Holmes. Peterson pulled no punches when it came to Johnson's desire for a contract worth more than the eight-year, $60 million package LaDainian Tomlinson received two years ago. Peterson went so far as to suggest to reporters that Johnson is no Tomlinson. While such comments certainly won't move negotiations forward, they give you a good indication of Peterson's hardball style. 

Nonetheless, for the purpose of this piece, we'll assume resolution comes before the regular-season opener (remember, it's in Johnson's best interests to be on board sometime before the 10th week of the season; he has to receive credit for a fifth year of service before he can void the final two years of his deal). 

So, contract issues notwithstanding, Johnson proved himself one of the NFL's best and most punishing runners last year -- his first as a full-time starter. While Johnson and the power running game will remain central to their plans, coaches hope to diversify the rushing attack this year. The idea is to reduce Johnson's workload before he breaks down. He carried an NFL-record 416 times in the regular season last year. "You don't want to make one guy run the ball 400 times," Edwards said. 

Given Johnson's production, we suspect backing off him will be easier said than done. ... 

For the record, with Johnson out and Holmes starting out on the PUP, the Chiefs split the first-team snaps between Michael Bennett and rookie Kolby Smith. As long as Johnson holds out, Bennett, Smith and perhaps even Holmes or a younger back like Derrick Ross or Marcus O'Keith will share the responsibilities. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Boomer Grigsby, a backup middle linebacker whose career was on the bubble as a defender, was one of the surprises of spring in making the transition to fullback, where he'll be used primarily as a blocker in short-yardage and goal-line situations. 
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Wide Receiver:  Eddie Kennison's numbers were down last season and he failed to reach 1,000 yards for the first time in three years, but that had more to do with a general downturn in the Chiefs' passing game than any failure on Kennison's part. His yards-per-catch average of 16.2 was still first in the AFC and second in the NFL among players with 50 or more receptions. It also proved he's still a capable enough playmaker to lead an otherwise inexperienced receiving corps that could be playing with an even more inexperienced if Croyle winds up starting. Indeed, Edwards' youth movement and goal of reshaping the roster to better meet his philosophy and style of play might limit Kennison in the big picture, but the veteran still seems all but certain to lead Kansas City in receiving for a fifth-straight season. Speaking of youth movements. ... The Chiefs selected Dwayne Bowe with the 23rd pick overall and they need him to come through in the worst way. Developing a legitimate threat at wideout would help open up the running game for Johnson while taking some of the pressure off Tony Gonzalez. Thanks to an imposing physical presence, Bowe is able to overpower defenders. He's a tough receiver willing to go over the middle, but he needs to improve his technique and ability after the catch. Still, Samie Parker's promise as a burner has never turned into reliable production; he caught only 41 passes as a full-time starter, and drops continue to be a problem. So, Bowe will be given every chance to win a starting spot. 

The Chiefs also are counting on dramatic improvement from second-year receivers Jeff Webb and Chris Hannon. Webb is bigger and more physical while Hannon is faster but must get stronger. Webb seems like the most likely candidate to earn a starting spot, but he still needs to improve his route running and be more consistent in catching the ball. 
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Tight End:  It was business as usual last season with Gonzalez once again finishing as the Chiefs' top receiving weapon -- even though some contend he could have been even more effective had the new coaching staff used him more the play-action game. As always, Gonzalez had no problem voicing displeasure with his role, something that happened at various times last year. 

Gonzalez had no complaints, however, about the five-year contract extension he signed early this year -- a deal which included a stunning $17.750 million in guaranteed bonus money and averages more than $6.25 million per year. In comparison, Antonio Gates had $10 million guaranteed in his deal. ... Meanwhile, Edwards has ensured the still very-capable Gonzalez his receiving skills will be used even more this year than they were down the stretch last season -- especially in the red zone. That would be a good call. 

Often overlooked, No. 2 man Jason Dunn is an important contributor to the run-blocking unit whose late-season injury was felt in the team's awful rushing effort (44 total yards) in the playoff loss against the Colts' awful rushing defense. ... Kris Wilson is an H-back type who was forced to play fullback last season. As the Xchange suggests, Wilson is still best when getting matchups as a slot receiver. 
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Place-kicker:  According to the Kansas City Star, the Chiefs didn't go into the draft anticipating they would draft a kicker, but Justin Medlock's availability in the fifth round was hard to pass up. The Chiefs couldn't agree to terms of a long-term contract with Lawrence Tynes late last year and they were said to be unnerved by his lack of consistency. As a result, he was traded to the Giants in May. 

Medlock, meanwhile, has a strong leg but it's uncertain how he will kick in adverse weather and field conditions. He never experienced a prolonged slump at UCLA, so he also may not be able to bounce back after making some poor kicks in the pros. But that didn't keep Edwards from backing the youngster. Asked if another kicker would be brought in to compete with Medlock this summer, the coach replied: "No. He's the kicker. Period." 
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Miami Dolphins 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: New head coach Cam Cameron joins the Dolphins with some serious offensive bona fides after spending the last five seasons orchestrating San Diego's potent offense. With Cameron at the helm, San Diego led the NFL in scoring last season and finished third and fifth in that category in 2004 and 2005, respectively. His play-calling helped LaDainian Tomlinson become the Associated Press Most Valuable Player in 2006, when he scored an NFL-record 31 touchdowns. In 2003, with Cameron heading the offense, Tomlinson became the first player in league history to rush for more than 1,000 yards and catch 100 passes in the same season. Cameron was also instrumental in the development of Pro Bowl quarterbacks Drew Brees and Philip Rivers, as well as All-Pro tight end Antonio Gates. The Dolphins have plenty of weapons on board, Cameron's ability to get adapt to their specific skills will be a determining factor in Miami's success or lack thereof. 

HEALTH WATCH
The Dolphins report no significant injuries. 


Quarterback:  The Dolphins acquired Trent Green in a trade with the Chiefs. According to initial reports, Kansas City will get a fifth-round draft pick that could become a fourth-rounder, depending on Green's performance. And there's reason to believe can play well. 

In just over five seasons as Kansas City's starter, Green threw for 21,459 yards -- an average of 244 per game -- and 118 touchdowns while completing 62 percent of his passes. After missing eight games last season because of a concussion and didn't believe the Chiefs would allow him to truly compete for the starting job. Now he's getting that chance in Miami. 

Head coach Cam Cameron hasn't backed off comments he'll conduct an open quarterback competition, despite the efforts Miami took to sign Green. Cameron privately has told Dolphins veterans not to assume the 14-year veteran with the multi-million dollar contract will handle the first snap of the regular season. 

And according to Palm Beach Post staffer Edgar Thompson, Green hasn't given Cameron a reason to change his mind and anoint him the starter over Cleo Lemon during initial camp workouts. Per Thompson: "Green, 37, has both looked like an aging veteran and a first-year quarterback learning a new system. ..." 

We'll remind you, it's early. Miami's offense relies on such precision in the passing game that considerable trial and error is required to perfect it. We'll also remind you that Green and Cameron have a long relationship. Both are former Indiana QBs and Cameron was Redskins QBs coach when Green was a third-stringer there in 1995 and 1996. 

Considering they used a second-round draft choice to obtain him, the Dolphins clearly feel that John Beck could be their quarterback of the future. Depending on circumstances, he could wind up being their quarterback of the present. Indeed the Dolphins felt so confident about Beck's abilities they passed on Brady Quinn with the No. 9 overall selection. Beck has a reputation for being precise with his passes. That's a big reason the Dolphins had him rated higher than Quinn. 

The biggest question here seems to be when opportunity knocks. Given Green's advancing age, Lemon might be the only thing standing between Beck and a starting job if problems arise. Lemon worked under Cameron when the two were in San Diego, but Lemon's long-term future with the team came into question when Beck was drafted. 
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Running Back:  Cameron's approach to the tailback position this offseason has been interesting -- specifically, the manner in which he's dogged Ronnie Brown, who admittedly showed up for the off-season program in less-than-ideal condition. Indeed, the decision to fire RBs coach Bobby Williams in April was reportedly made in large part because Brown showed up for the team's first mini-camp over his target weight and then fumbled the ball on multiple occasions during one of the sessions. 

Brown admitted that Cameron was displeased with his conditioning at the time; Cameron claims he was just pushing Brown, who will be a focal point of his offense this year, to become "a great player. ..." 

And make no mistake about it: Cameron understands what it takes to be a great player thanks to his association with LaDainian Tomlinson in San Diego. Fortunately, Brown was smart enough to pay heed the new boss. 

According to reports out of Miami the last week of July, Brown has regained the chiseled physique that made him the team's second overall pick in 2005. How'd he do it? Teammates claim nobody has worked harder during mini-camp workouts. 

Never a workhorse during his time at Florida State, Lorenzo Booker, a third-round pick in April's draft, is destined to fill a niche role for the Dolphins as a third-down back. He has good receiving skills and speed to the outside, which could allow him to make a quick impact as a rookie. One observer suggested Booker is essentially a faster version of former backup Travis Minor. But could Booker be more? Ricky Williams might be eligible for reinstatement in September, but Cameron isn't interested and Booker is expected to back up Brown. 

According to his NFL.com scouting report, Booker's quickness and cutting agility make him a fine change-of-pace back and he has the natural hands to be an effective short-area receive. ESPN's Ron Jaworski compared Booker to Eagles halfback Brian Westbrook -- although Booker isn't going to get similar opportunities. 

Jesse Chatman will battle for a roster spot behind Brown and Booker. ... Meanwhile, the team added former Lions fullback Cory Schlesinger to the roster this offseason. He'll be asked to handle the same role Lorenzo Neal plays in San Diego. 
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Wide Receiver:  Chief among the changes in Miami this offseason was a switch from defensive-minded coach Nick Saban to Cameron, an offensive guru. And as the Miami Herald reported, for Chambers, that has meant adjusting to a new role after moving from the "Z" position to "X" receiver. It's a subtle change that could have substantial results. Loosely translated, Chambers would line up primarily on the less-crowded side of some formations, leaving him more space to exploit mismatches. Chambers describes his new role in the offense as "freedom." 

The hope is that Chambers will rekindle his Pro Bowl production from 2005 after it dropped of noticeably last season -- ending his franchise record five consecutive seasons as the Dolphins' leader in receiving yards. His goals are to finish with close to 80 catches and 10 touchdowns. More power to him. ... 

It's worth noting that Chambers was arrested and charged with DUI in North Carolina on July 14. But his blood-alcohol level was below the legal limit at the time of testing (he was arrested after failing two of six field sobriety tests). Because this was Chambers' first brush with the law -- or hint of off-field trouble for that matter -- the Dolphins don't appears to be inclined to punish him. ... Still, the legal case is worth following. His first hearing will be Aug. 15. 

As the Herald recently pointed out, Marty Booker hasn't played at a Pro-Bowl level since leaving Chicago, but he's remained a consistent No. 2 in Miami. And despite attempts to trade him prior to April's draft, he should remain a Dolphin this fall. Although he still might be moved if the right offer comes along, with team officials conceding first-round pick Ted Ginn will need time to develop (and with second-year man Derek Hagan failing to impress), it will be harder to part ways with a previously-productive veteran. ... 

And as Herald staffer Jeff Darlington noted, Booker can still get the job done in the middle of the field thanks to a quick jump on the snap and his ability to set up defenders make him an a valuable target when the quarterback can't get off the deep ball. That might come in handy given the team's uncertainty under center. 

If healthy, Ginn injects lightning into returns and fear into opponents. The philosophical question, however, is whether a return man is worth the ninth pick overall? We have Miami's answer. ... Ginn has tremendous speed (4.3 in the 40), outstanding quickness, agility and balance -- but there are questions. None are bigger than his recovery from a foot injury suffered while celebrating a touchdown in the BCS title game on Jan. 8. The injury kept Ginn in a protective boot throughout initial workouts. Although he hopes to be ready to take part in training camp from Day 1, Ginn admits there are no guarantees. "I don't know," he said shortly after the draft. "It's whatever the training staff says. ..." 

Hardly comforting, especially for a guy Cameron admits is a bit of a project as a wideout. Fantasy owners would be wise to treat him as such. 
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Tight End:  As the Herald recently suggested, the Dolphins are gambling that David Martin (21 catches as Bubba Franks' backup in '06) will be an upgrade over Randy McMichael, cut after a 62-reception season. "I'm not saying he's Antonio Gates, but he's going to be used in that fashion," GM Randy Mueller said of San Diego's All-Pro tight end, whose offense Cameron ran. 

Word is Cameron believes the converted collegiate wideout will give Miami a speed advantage at tight end. 

Though the Dolphins believe Martin can stretch the field, he averaged fewer yards per reception last year (9.4) than McMichael (10.3). And he dropped six of 39 passes thrown toward him (15.4 percent), compared with 11 of 92 (11.9 percent) for McMichael. It's also worth noting that Martin has as many catches in six injury-plagued seasons (87) as McMichael did in his previous 22 games. 

The addition of former Raider Courtney Anderson, signed the last week of July, adds to the intrigue. Anderson's presence could make for an unexpected battle for the starting job at tight end. Cameron is said to be intrigued by Anderson's size. At 6-6, 270 pounds, his build is more similar to that of Gates that Martin's is. 

Starting 24 games the past two seasons, Anderson has the experience necessary to compete with Martin. 

Justin Peele was San Diego's second tight end under Cameron before joining the Dolphins in 2006; it's a role he could easily reprise. 
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Place-kicker:  Jay Feely wanted to remain in New York, but the Giants weren't interested in spending the money necessary to keep him. So, Feely agreed to a three-year, $6-million deal with roughly $2.5 million guaranteed in Miami. 

Feely made 84 percent of his field-goal attempts in two seasons with the Giants, though two of his most memorable games for Giants fans were unpleasant for him: The three missed kicks in Seattle in 2005 and the 52-yard attempt last season against the Bears that Devin Hester returned for a touchdown. Feely didn't miss another field goal after that, going 12-for-12 in the final seven games and the playoff loss to the Eagles. ... 

While there's plenty of optimism in Miami, it remains to be seen if the Dolphins can move the ball consistently enough to provide Feely sufficient opportunities to satisfy Fantasy owners. 
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Minnesota Vikings 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: While Minnesota is suddenly loaded at halfback, their passing attack is a major question mark heading into the season with Tarvaris Jackson at quarterback and a group of rather pedestrian talent on the receiving end of things. How pedestrian? Journeyman Bobby Wade is the most proven. ... Bottom line? The Vikings are likely to run often enough to keep both Chester Taylor and rookie Adrian Peterson panting. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Chester Taylor; returned to work on 8/6 after missing time with bruised forearm suffered 7/31.
RB Adrian Peterson; returned to work 8/5 after missing two days to a hip pointer.
WR Billy McMullen; opened camp on the non-football injury list due to injured calf. 


Quarterback:  Tarvaris Jackson lost both games he started last season after replacing ineffective veteran Brad Johnson, but gained some valuable experience. And despite considerable speculation the Vikings would land somebody to compete for the starting job, that never happened and Jackson heads into training camp as the undisputed starter. 

According to the Minneapolis Star Tribune, most observers agree that Jackson has all the physical skills -- in addition to a competitive trait -- that give him the opportunity to succeed at the NFL level. There is some question as to how quickly Jackson can learn a complicated offense. The team developed a quarterback school for him to participate in this offseason, and he has made some progress in terms of learning the offense and getting familiar with the team's personnel. 

The next question: Is there a receiver on the roster capable of both getting open and catching the ball? 

According to the Sports Xchange, Brooks Bollinger's low-key demeanor and knowledge of Childress' offense solidifies him as the No. 2 quarterback; seventh-round pick Tyler Thigpen is likely to stick on the roster in a learning role behind Jackson and Bollinger leaving Drew Henson as odd man out. 
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Running Back:  The Vikings took a page from the many teams that have had success with a 1-2 punch at running back by drafting Adrian Peterson with the seventh overall selection in April. 

Peterson has excellent speed, strength and field vision. The question, of course, is durability. The good news? Peterson did not need surgery to repair a problematic collarbone. Because he is expected to heal naturally, Peterson will be able to learn the offense through participation rather than having to watch from the sideline. Head coach Brad Childress said he could see using Peterson and incumbent starter Chester Taylor in the same backfield at times. 

In his first public comments following April's draft, Taylor expressed no concern about the fact Minnesota drafted Peterson. "All they did was add depth to our running back crew," Taylor said -- perhaps missing that whole seventh overall pick thing Peterson has going for him. He certainly seems to be taking an optimistic approach. 

Of course, Taylor did establish a franchise record for rushing attempts in a season last year with 303. His 345 touches were the third-highest total in Vikings history. But he also racked up some bruised ribs that kept him out of a game in Detroit in December and what the injury report called "overall body soreness," a condition brought on by the pounding that comes with those kinds of totals. Peterson's presence will absolutely help Taylor remain fresh. In fact, we have a sneaking suspicion it will keep him fresher than he'd like. 

Peterson is bigger and faster, but the 5-11, 213 pound Taylor is better at making tough yards. So, who's No. 1? 

Once he gets the hang of an NFL scheme, Peterson is expected to have a dramatic impact on the team's offense whether he starts or not. As the Star Tribune suggested, Peterson's play-making skills are unparalleled on the team and he will be central in any improvement the offense will have in 2006. 

With Peterson and Taylor locked in atop the depth chart, Mewelde Moore's future in Minnesota becomes very uncertain. 

According to the Xchange, Tony Richardson, who missed the final seven games last season because of a broken arm, will be the primary lead blocker for both Taylor and Peterson. 
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Wide Receiver:  Troy Williamson, drafted to replace Randy Moss, has obviously fallen short of expectations. While he has the speed necessary to excel at the pro level, he's struggled to catch the ball consistently. Although he rallied toward the end of last season, Williamson finished 2006 tied for third in the NFL with 11 drops, according to STATS, Inc. Now he needs a strong showing this summer in order to retain a contributing role. 

In case you missed it, the Vikings drafted three wide receivers -- Sidney Rice in Round 2, East Carolina's Aundrae Allison in Round 5 and Florida International's Chandler Williams in Round 7. There's a little message there. 

It's worth noting that Williamson -- who has reportedly addressed issues with his eyesight this offseason -- and Rice have looked good during OTAs, and it appears they will compete for a starting assignment (alongside Bobby Wade) this summer. 

As for the eyesight issues. ... The evaluation by Nike vision consultant Alan Reichow and the corrective drills given to Williamson have done wonders for the wide receiver, according to Childress. 

"There's a guy that's built a lot of equity in terms of really, in this offseason, learning how to be a pro, in terms of his work ethic and by any means necessary making himself better," Childress said. "And that's what I've seen from him. I just believe it will pay us back in spades as we go to the fall." 

Childress said wide receivers coach George Stewart has worked Williamson hard. 

"[Williamson] has probably caught -- you know George Stewart keeps track of that -- between 13,000 and 15,000 balls [since returning from Nike headquarters in Oregon], and that's before we left June 23. 

Stewart told reporters in late May that it was too early to say who's starting, but Wade, who signed as a free agent after playing the past two seasons with the Titans, might be the only player at this position group assured of seeing substantial playing time. 

Wade is primarily a slot guy and has 101 catches, for 1,199 yards and two touchdowns in four NFL seasons. His open-field skills, Wade said, make him "a perfect fit" for the Vikings' offense. 

Rice, a second-round pick in the April draft, figures to make a bid for substantial playing time and could be the Vikings' greatest hope for a big-play guy. 

Although he's only 20 years old and might need some time to develop, Rice will certainly benefit from the lack of an established receiving rotation in Minnesota. According to his NFL.com scouting report, Rice has excellent hands, catching almost every ball thrown to him. 

The rest of the receiving corps is a mixed bag, from draft choices Allison and Williams to veterans Billy McMullen and Randy Hymes to rookie free agent Todd Lowber, a former track star who never has played organized football. It's a rather motley crew that leads one to question how much help they'll be to still-developing Jackson. 
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Tight End:  In a bit of a surprise, the Vikings signed Visanthe Shiancoe, formerly of the Giants, to a five-year contract worth $18.2 million, including $7 million in guaranteed money. The obvious question is why? 

Well. ... Shiancoe supposedly catches everything thrown to him, although the Giants rarely gave him chances to make plays. In four seasons, he caught 35 passes for 253 yards and three touchdowns, none in the past two seasons. As the St. Paul Pioneer Press suggested, it appears the Vikings are banking on revealing his potential, as they did with Taylor a year ago -- even though the newcomer has done little to suggest he's capable of making a similar emergence. 

Indeed, during spring drills and the first 10 days of training camp, Shiancoe remains a work in progress. He dropped more than his share of passes during the spring, perhaps distracted by the installation of a new offense, and did not appear as fast as advertised during the early days of training camp. 

Bottom line? With Jermaine Wiggins released and Jim Kleinsasser returning -- but not much of a factor in the passing attack -- it would appear Shiancoe is in line for a significant role. That doesn't, however, mean Fantasy owners should give him the same. A cautious approach is recommended. 

Kleinsasser is one of the best when it comes to blocking, but his 12 receptions in 16 games last season is a clear indication that not many footballs will be directed his way. 
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Place-kicker:  Ryan Longwell, signed as a free agent last offseason after spending his first nine years in Green Bay, made 21 of 25 field-goal attempts and made all but one of 28 extra-point tries. All of Longwell's misses came from outside of 40 yards. The biggest criticism of his performance was the fact his kickoffs often ended up shorter than the coaching staff wanted. 

On a more positive note, Longwell scored 90 points last season, giving him at least 90 points in each of his 10 seasons as a pro. 

But those looking for Longwell to pick up the pace will have to wait until the Vikings offense, which established lows for first downs in a 16-game campaign (272) and fewest touchdown passes (13) in a season -- even with Longwell throwing one -- figures out Childress' version of the West Coast offense. We're not holding our breath on that one. 
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New England Patriots 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The big issue in New England is incorporating the massive influx of receiving talent into an offensive system that's best known for spreading the ball around. Randy Moss, Donte' Stallworth and Wes Welker are more than capable of contributing once they get a feel for the scheme. How they are used within that scheme remains unclear. It will also be worth watching closely as the preseason progresses. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Laurence Maroney; practicing -- but wearing red, non-contact jersey; no signs of problems with shoulder.
WR Randy Moss; missing time with strained hamstring suffered 8/1; severity unclear; return uncertain.
WR Donte' Stallworth; removed from PUP on 8/6; injury unspecified.
WR Kelley Washington; opened camp on PUP; injury unspecified; return uncertain.
WR Troy Brown; opened camp on PUP; recovering from knee injury; return uncertain.
WR Chad Jackson; opened camp on PUP; recovering from knee surgery; return uncertain.
TE David Thomas; opened camp on PUP; recovering from broken foot; return uncertain. 


Quarterback:  Tom Brady once again proved to be among the league's top QBs despite playing with an entirely new (and some would suggest rather pedestrian) receiving corps last year. As the Sports Xchange noted, not many quarterbacks could have had the Pro Bowl-caliber season Brady did with so little to work with in the passing game. 

Of course, that shouldn't be an issue this year with Randy Moss, Donte' Stallworth, Wes Welker and Kelley Washington joining Reche Caldwell, Jabar Gaffney and Troy Brown. At the very least, Brady will enjoy more deep threats than he's ever had as a pro. 

Brady is also one of the most durable quarterbacks in the game as evidenced by the third-longest starts streak in the league despite taking a tremendous physical pounding at times over the last few years. 

As the Xchange suggests, Brady's durability is especially important as he's backed up by unproven third-year passer Matt Cassel. Cassel backed up Carson Palmer and Matt Leinart at USC, hasn't started a game at either the college or pro level and is the ultimate question mark. 

Vinny Testaverde, 43, signed a one-year contract with the Patriots last November and played in three games, completing two of three passes for 29 yards, with one touchdown pass and no interceptions. He has spent this spring and summer as an unrestricted free agent, but took part in the Pats' passing camps and in the three-day mini-camp last month. His stated plan is to rejoin the team after two-a-day practices are over. 
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Running Back:  A hard-nosed runner out of Minnesota, where coaches taught him to lower a shoulder and gain extra yards rather than step out of bounds, Laurence Maroney appealed to the Patriots because of his combination of speed and toughness. But that fearless running style ultimately worked against him last year as Maroney felt shoulder pain down the stretch that cost him two games and limited his ability to absorb contact. He subsequently underwent off-season surgery -- the true extent of which was never revealed by the tight-lipped Pats. 

Still, the team's willingness to release Corey Dillon seems to indicate that team officials are confident Maroney will be capable of serving as the lead back this season. We certainly believe that will be the case and initial training camp workouts added to our confidence. 

According to Boston Herald staffer Karen Guregian, Maroney, who was limited to playing catch and throw balls with his left hand during June workouts, took handoffs, popped the blocking sled with force, caught passes, and, instead of throwing balls with the opposite hand, he actually tossed a football with his right hand in the first week. 

Herald staffer Albert Breer reports that Maroney seems to be showing better patience on zone plays that demand he wait for the seam to emerge before going upfield. And his ability to stick his foot in the ground and explode are what will ultimately make him special, and a natural for these types of runs. Plus, you see him on more traditional man-blocking, straight-forward runs, and he's showing the same aggression to the hole he did as a rookie. 

Breer added: "This kid is a 1,500-yard back waiting to happen, and part of him getting there is running smarter, which he's starting to do. ..." Sounds like a good starting point to us. 

With Dillon no longer in the mix, the Patriots will rely more heavily on Kevin Faulk, who finished strong last year. Serving primarily as a safety valve on third down -- and boasting great hands and shiftiness, particularly on screens -- Faulk has carved out a definite niche in New England's offense. And we would suggest the personnel changes in New England will open up the short-passing game, something that would obviously benefit Faulk. 

Sammy Morris enters his eighth season in 2007 after making the move from Miami to division rival New England. He initially drew interest from the Patriots in 2004, when he was a free agent after four seasons with the Bills. As the Boston Globe recently suggested, Morris' versatility as a runner, pass-catcher and special teams player fits well in that mix. In seven NFL seasons with the Dolphins and Bills, he has 1,469 yards rushing and 14 rushing TDs, as well as 112 receptions for 792 yards and one TD catch. ... 

The Patriots released rookie Justice Hairston, a sixth-round draft pick, on Jul. 27. Hairston had signed a three-year contract with a $55,500 signing bonus. He had been placed on the physically unable to perform list before being released. 

And finally, as the Xchange recently noted, Heath Evans is a jack-of-all-trades fullback whose greatest action comes on special teams although he does help the backfield out at times. 
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Wide Receiver:  As Providence Journal sports writer Jim Donaldson framed it: "On one side of the field, Moss is lined up wide. He is one of seven players in NFL history to have caught more than 100 touchdown passes. ... On the other side is Stallworth, who averaged 19.1 yards per catch last season for the Eagles. ..." Last year, the Patriots didn't have a single deep threat; not one guy who could stretch an opposing secondary. This year, they might have two of the best in the business. Will the defense double-cover Moss? Or Stallworth? Or both? In which case, who's going to cover Wes Welker, lined up in the slot? Or Ben Watson? Or Faulk? 

Acquired in a trade from Miami in March, Welker is only the second player in the last 15 NFL seasons to lead his team in receptions, punt returns and kickoff returns in the same season, which he did in 2006. And even though he'll never be lead-receiver material, Herald beat man John Tomase notes that he's adept in the slot and coming off a career-best 67-catch season for a Dolphins squad that wasn't exactly blessed in the quarterback department. 

Before we get too carried away with the newcomers -- and just in case anyone forgot his pair of 100-yard receiving performances in the Patriots' first two playoff games last season -- Jabar Gaffney has reminded training camp crowds that the Patriots did, in fact, have wide receivers before this past offseason. 

According to the Globe, getting reps opposite newcomers Moss and Welker -- Stallworth, fellow newcomer Washington and Chad Jackson all opened camp on the physically unable to perform list -- Gaffney has made several nice catches, adding to the robust competition at receiver. 

Many observers also considered fellow holdover Caldwell an endangered species after his two glaring drops against the Colts. But according to SI.com's Don Banks, Caldwell and Brady have experience together that the Pats value, and he was the team's leading receiver in 2006, catching 61 passes for 760 yards and four touchdowns. 

In the end, we can certainly understand those expectations for Moss and Stallworth are higher than ours, but we'll continue to suggest New England's array of targets is going to make it hard for any one to stand out. 

For what it's worth, Banks predicts the final roster will include Moss, Welker, Stallworth, Gaffney, Caldwell and the ageless Brown. It looks as if second-year man Jackson -- a second-round pick in 2006 -- could be a candidate for spending the year on injured reserve after tearing an ACL in the AFC title game loss to the Colts. 
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Tight End:  Given the influx of talent at wideout (not to mention the free-agent departure of Daniel Graham), the Patriots are expected to feature fewer two tight end sets this fall. But, as the Herald noted, tight end remains a favorite weapon in New England and Watson is the team's most dangerous threat at the position. 

Watson isn't worried that new arrivals Moss, Stallworth and Welker will cut into his touches. In fact, he believes having legitimate outside threats can only help a player who attacks the middle of the field. As the Providence Journal pointed out, corners and safeties have trouble tackling Watson. Linebackers can't run with him. Now, he's going to be even more trouble for opposing defenses that suddenly have to worry about Moss and Stallworth instead of Caldwell, Doug Gabriel, Gaffney and Brown. It will make a difference. 

Meanwhile, as the Xchange noted, Kyle Brady was signed early in free agency to help replace Graham. Head coach Bill Belichick has referred to him as a third tackle as a blocker, but he looked good catching the ball in spring camps. 

David Thomas was buried behind Watson and Graham as a rookie, but caught five passes for 83 yards and a score in place of Graham in a late-season game against Jacksonville. Thomas, who opened camp on the PUP thanks to a broken foot suffered in April, could very well have the best hands on the team and should get more receiving opportunities in year two assuming he gets past the foot injury. 

All told, the Xchange believes Watson, Brady and Thomas could come together to give the Patriots one of the most versatile and talented tight-end trios in the NFL. 

Garrett Mills spent his entire rookie season on injured reserve and is more a fullback or H-back type. His versatility could earn him a roster spot and role on offense and special teams. 
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Place-kicker:  As the Herald recently noted, Stephen Gostkowski did the seemingly impossible this season: He replaced Adam Vinatieri without missing a beat. ... The Herald further suggested that Gostkowski turned out to be far tougher mentally than gave him credit for -- something demonstrated by hitting 8 of 8 post-season field-goal attempts. According to the Herald, that mental toughness goes back to his days as a starting pitcher at Memphis. His college coach characterized Gostkowski as "a bulldog" who wasn't afraid to throw inside when the situation called for it. He took that mentality to the football field and never let the moment overwhelm him, and now the Pats appear set at kicker. 

Given his ability to produce under pressure -- and the fact he plays for a winning team that upgraded significantly at wideout this offseason, we expect Gostkowski to produce at a high level in his second season. 
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New Orleans Saints 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Their incredibly lackluster performance in Sunday night's Hall Of Fame loss to the Steelers notwithstanding, the Saints' offense doesn't need much tweaking this summer after leading the NFL with 391.5 yards per game in 2006. But head coach Sean Payton will continue to evolve his use of Deuce McAllister and Reggie Bush. Last season, the team's most effective formations used both players on the field together with different play-action combinations that forced defenses to commit to one or the other. With Bush learning more about the NFL and McAllister another year removed from his torn ACL, the combination should be even deadlier. 

HEALTH WATCH
The Saints report no significant injuries. 


Quarterback:  The Dolphins had a choice last summer: Daunte Culpepper coming off a knee injury, or Drew Brees coming off major shoulder surgery. It wasn't hard to understand Miami's reluctance to go with Brees -- at the time. In hindsight, it might have been the worst move of the offseason; Brees signed with New Orleans and turned out to be a perfect fit for Sean Payton's offense. 

Payton's play calling and a solid -- albeit not spectacular -- supporting cast allowed Brees to lead the league in passing yardage, finish third in touchdown passes, compile a 96.2 passer rating and earn a Pro Bowl berth. He was also named the first runner-up behind former teammate LaDainian Tomlinson for league MVP by the Associated Press. 

Can he sustain that momentum? Absolutely. With Brees and all the team's principal skill players involved having a better grasp of Payton's scheme, another strong showing seems all but certain. 

As the Sports Xchange notes, if Brees were to miss significant playing time, Jamie Martin would have to carry the load -- a disconcerting fact for those who see him as nothing more than a journeyman who could fill in for brief spells but not for a long period of time. 
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Running Back:  Reggie Bush spent time this offseason working out with a personal trainer in a program focused on speed, coordination and injury prevention. The objective? Making sure he's ready to play a greater role in his second season -- and that he's not bothered by the kind of nagging ankle injury that slowed him early last season. Even though he'll continue working in tandem with Deuce McAllister, there's no reason to believe Bush can't pick up the pace. After all, he closed out 2006 with a remarkably productive December. 

Bush scored seven touchdowns in the last five games, with 234 rushing yards and 311 receiving yards. He had his first career 100-yard rushing game and his first career 100-yard receiving game during that span. He started the month off by scoring four touchdowns against the 49ers. 

Can he build on that late-season push this year? According to SI.com insider Peter King, yes. 

"It's ridiculous that [Bush] rushed for a fullback-like 3.6 yards per carry last year," King recently wrote. "He'll be at least a yard better because he knows the best carries are sometime the zero-yard gains, which are better than the seven-yard losses. He's already learned that -- in December, Bush averaged 5.1 yards per rush. The Saints scored 30 or more points six times in November and December last year" 

Based on that strong finish, King summed up: "I expect 10 of those days this year." 

That might be a reach, but those kinds of totals are certainly within Bush's reach on any given Sunday. 

Returning from a torn ACL and working in tandem with Bush, McAllister comes of a surprisingly solid 2006 season. But will Bush cut further into McAllister's touches this year? Not necessarily. Once they hit stride late last year, Bush and McAllister emerged as arguably the league's most dangerous 1-2 punch. The hope here would be seeing them pick up where they left off -- a realistic hope after Payton proved that he could maximize their talents without limiting either of their abilities. 

We expect more of the same this time around -- even if Bush takes on more of a lead role. ... 

For what it's worth, McAllister had arthroscopic surgery in early February to clean out some scar tissue and repair a partially torn meniscus in his right knee. Fortunately, he expects to be at full speed well before training and will be better off from having the latest procedure. 

According to the Xchange, Aaron Stecker and Antonio Pittman, the first of the team's two fourth-round draft picks, could be battling in training camp for possibly one roster spot. ... Starting fullback Mike Karney has proven to be a top blocker and was honored as a second-team All-Pro pick last season. 
[image: image117.png]



Wide Receiver:  Last year at this time, Marques Colston was a rookie seventh-round pick who just wanted to make the roster. Now, he is "The Man." He immediately earned a starting assignment and despite missing most of four games with an ankle injury, finished as the team's most effective receiving threat. So effective in fact, that Joe Horn was released leaving Colston to deal with the expectations and pressures that come with being a No. 1 receiver. Not that he feels any pressure. "Once you get on the field, you just have to have the mentality that you are the best guy on the field" Colston explained. "That's not arrogance, that's just the confidence that you have to have to be successful." 

He seems to have that. 

And Colston could be even better in his second season, working in a young, talented Saints offense that seems to be on the rise. 

As the New Orleans Times-Picayune suggested in June, there is a free-for-all that will be worth watching from now through September: Which receiver will line up opposite Colston? The candidates include first-round draft pick Robert Meachem, Terrance Copper, newcomer David Patten and Devery Henderson. 

During off-season workouts, Henderson and Patten were working at the "X" position, formerly held by Horn. Meachem and Copper were working behind Colston at the "Z" position. That could certainly change in training camp, but Henderson has made a positive impression. 

In fact, Henderson has made great strides in eliminating the inconsistencies he exhibited a year ago, testament to an offseason when the coaching staff asked him to work on certain fundamentals to improve his performance. 

Indeed, Henderson has drawn praise from Payton ("He's becoming more consistent") and receivers coach Curtis Johnson, who said it is hard to overlook the fact the Henderson led the NFL last season in yards per catch (23.3). "We asked the guy to address some issues," Johnson said of Henderson, "and we're pleased with what Devery has done. ..." 

Meanwhile, Times-Picayune staffer Jimmy Smith suggests the current pecking order looks like this: Colston, Henderson, Copper, Patten and Meachem. 

Meachem is similar to Cardinals receiver Anquan Boldin when it comes to gaining yardage after the catch and coming up with the key reception in crucial situations. For a large receiver he possess good speed, but struggles going over the middle and needs to improve his route running. The Saints were looking for a complement to Colston following Horn's departure; Meachem and Colston would certainly give the team two big targets capable of doing damage after the catch. 

And they will. ... Once Meachem catches up. 

An MRI performed the first week of June revealed that Meachem needed surgery to repair his knee. The surgery sidelined him four week. This after Meachem reported for initial workouts in poor shape and missed time with a sprained ankle. ... He'll need a strong training camp effort to get back on track. 
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Tight End:  Although he was still playing catch up the first week of training camp, but Eric Johnson could easily re-emerge as a legitimate Fantasy threat in New Orleans -- if he can avoid the kind of injuries that limited him at times as a 49er. As the Times-Picayune recently reminded readers, Johnson, a converted college wideout, first came to prominence as a legitimate pass-catching threat in 2004, when he pulled in 82 passes for 825 yards and two touchdowns. But he missed the entire 2003 season with a broken collarbone and the entire 2005 season with a torn foot muscle. He played in 13 games last season, catching 34 passes, but was obviously destined to play second fiddle to 2006 first-round draft pick Vernon Davis. 

That won't be the case in New Orleans, where Mark Campbell and Billy Miller won't be able to keep a healthy Johnson off the field and where Payton and Brees will maximize his receiving skills. 
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Place-kicker:  Olindo Mare was granted his wish of playing for a new team, as the Dolphins traded him to New Orleans for a sixth-round draft pick. Predecessor John Carney had the most accurate season of his career in 2006, but only attempted one field goal from 50 yards or more. The Saints added stronger-legged Billy Cundiff midway through the season as a kickoff and long-range field-goal specialist. Cundiff, however, missed his only two field-goal attempts. 

Mare is expected to fill all of the Saints' needs. He has led the NFL in kickoff touchbacks over the past eight years, including a league-high 24 in 2006. He has also hit 14-of-30 career field-goal attempts of 50 yards or longer. 

Of course, the idea of Mare working alongside one of last year's most productive offensive units -- an offense likely to improve this year -- certainly makes Mare of interest to Fantasy owners. 
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New York Giants Giants 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: With Michael Strahan threatening to follow Tiki Barber into retirement, New York Newsday suggests the Giants are facing "a burgeoning swagger-deficit crisis." The team needs Eli Manning, who is entering his fourth season, to finally emerge as a visible leader. So much so that the Giants are addressing even his body language. According to Newsday, Manning has been encouraged to stop slumping his shoulders and looking at the ground after something goes wrong on the field. Instead of looking like a mope, he is being coached to look downfield after a broken play. The idea is to both give Manning a few more seconds to get a handle on what is going on and to bolster the perception that he is actually getting a handle on what is going on. Getting guys like Jeremy Shockey and Plaxico Burress to lay off the on-field histrionics when things aren't going their way might help. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Plaxico Burress; slowed by ankle sprain suffered 8/2 (not his surgically-repaired ankle).
TE Jeremy Shockey; missed time last week due to sore legs.
WR Amani Toomer; limited to practicing once daily due to return from last year's torn ACL. 


Quarterback:  Team officials expect Eli Manning to be a more polished quarterback this season. As he did in 2005, Manning struggled in the second half last season, finishing with a passer rating of 77.0. Weaknesses were obvious. Manning makes too many mistakes based on poor decisions. He also throws off his back foot on occasion. But he remains firmly in place as the Giants' quarterback of the future. In fact, the team went to great lengths to help Manning this offseason, promoting former QBs coach Kevin Gilbride to coordinator and adding the very experienced Chris Palmer as his position coach. 

Now, as New York Newsday staffer Arthur Staple recently suggested, "The only question here is whether Eli, now in his fourth year, makes the leap to... Well, it doesn't even have to be greatness. Consistent goodness would be enough." 

Staple added that Manning has been a good student under Palmer, but Manning has been a good student for a long time. "The bottom line," according to Tom Coughlin: "Is results." 

According to the Sports Xchange, coaches were less than excited about their depth behind Manning, which is why they signed veteran Anthony Wright during the offseason and he instantly became the backup. With Jared Lorenzen and Tim Hasselbeck fighting to stay on the team, the odds appear to favor Lorenzen, who is younger, bigger (perhaps too big at 6-4 and 290) and has a cannon for an arm. 
[image: image122.png]



Running Back:  Count Gilbride among those who believe Brandon Jacobs can succeed in the feature role previously held by Tiki Barber. In fact, Gilbride recently told reporters he thinks Jacobs is quicker than Barber. The coach was quick to add, however: "It was his ability to cut back that made Tiki special. That's what I don't know with [Jacobs]." 

Gilbride has other questions, too: "Is he as tough and physical as you're looking for? I have no question about that, yes. But can he actually do that for 16 weeks? That's one of the things we're going to have to find out." 

True enough; Fantasy owners should be looking for answers to those questions along with the Giants' coaching staff this summer. It's safe to say the addition of Reuben Droughns will become less of an issue as (and/or if) Jacobs answers those questions in the affirmative. 

And Jacobs clearly gets the chance to answer them. "Right now you got to say that [Jacobs] is the guy we feel confident in to be the running back to carry the ball 20-25 times a game," Gilbride said late last month. 

Meanwhile, with Jacobs and Droughns as their new backfield rotation, the Giants have a pair of big bodies to replace comparatively diminutive retiree Barber. Of course, Droughns is small compared to the 6-4, 264-pound Jacobs, but he's clearly a between-the-tackles back. So, no matter how effective the 1-2 punch of Jacobs and Droughns might be, there will certainly be times where a third-down back will be needed. 

Droughns says he will do whatever the coaches ask. While he has shown the ability to catch the ball out of the backfield (98 catches the past three seasons), he never has handled a third-down role. If that role is added in New York, Droughns would be of greater Fantasy interest. 

According to Staple, if sixth-round draft pick Ahmad Bradshaw can pick up the offense and show the same instincts and speed against live competition that he showed in the rookie and veteran mini-camps, the Giants seemingly won't hesitate to write him in as the third-down scat back. 

The Giants lost FB Jim Finn, an eight-year veteran, to shoulder surgery and he is on injured reserve, meaning he'll miss this season and likely is looking at the end of his career. Per the Xchange, Robert Douglas has a chance to win the job; if he can't, there probably won't be a discernible fullback and the job will fall to Droughns or a second tight end. 
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Wide Receiver:  With his unique combination of size and speed, Burress has the tools to excel. But as the Xchange suggested, he's also a bit of a malcontent. He's been known to speak out of turn on occasion and often waves his hands and kicks at the ground in frustration at a badly-thrown pass. But it appears Burress is ready to make some changes. In fact, for the first time in his Giants career, Burress made an effort to show up for at least some of the team's off-season workouts, giving him invaluable time working with Manning. 

Unfortunately, Burress was unable to participate further after undergoing surgery to remove bone spurs in his ankle. Burress, who had the procedure four months ago, told reporters in June: "I'm not concerned about it. The progress is good. I'm probably feeling about 90 percent." 

While it doesn't appear the injury will be an injury going forward, it's obviously worth watching this summer. 

As the New York Daily News noted, in both his previous years, he and Manning combined for good numbers, but often -- especially late in the season -- they did not appear to be on the same page. ... The hope here is that time spent together will translate into increased production, especially down the stretch. 

Burress is entrenched as a starter, but the rest of the picture is clouded. 

Amani Toomer will be 33 in September and he is coming off a torn ACL in his left knee -- both good reasons for the Giants to consider drafting a receiver. While Toomer realized it was a possibility, he didn't see the need. "I think my knee will be 100 percent," Toomer before the draft. "I don't have any reservations. I think I'm progressing really well. Everything is going in the right direction. I plan on competing in training camp and playing in the first couple of games." 

The team went on to select USC wideout Steve Smith in the second round of the draft. Smith is short-term insurance and likely is the long-term replacement for Toomer. If the veteran is healthy, Smith and Sinorice Moss will wage an interesting battle for the No. 3 spot -- although a team source recently told Daily News beat man Ralph Vacchiano that the third-receiver job is essentially Smith's to lose. 

You'll want to watch developments in training camp before committing to Toomer -- or Smith or Moss -- for that matter. 
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Tight End:  Jeremy Shockey is clearly one of the top tight ends in the league -- when healthy. Despite a willingness to play with nagging injuries, he must be at full speed to deliver at an elite level. Shockey realizes he must be healthy to produce. Unfortunately, he's convinced working out in Miami is key to avoiding injuries. "The No. 1 way to stay healthy is for me work on natural grass," he said in May. While conditioning has never been a problem, not working with Manning during the off-season program remains an issue. 

Shockey is confident the duo will sharpen their timing in training camp. It's hard to argue the point, based on past production. And if Gilbride makes good on promises to make Shockey a bigger factor in the red zone this fall, nobody will remember where Shockey spent his offseason. 

The loss of backup Visanthe Shiancoe puts pressure on one of the hopefuls to earn the job. Fifth-round pick Kevin Boss impressed the coaches during mini-camp and might begin the season behind Jeremy Shockey. Darcy Johnson is also in the mix. 
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Place-kicker:  The Giants acquired Lawrence Tynes in a trade with Kansas City in late May, but the newcomer faces competition in the form of Josh Huston this summer. Fortunately, Tynes, who was born in Scotland, has a little experience in the "strong young guy versus veteran kicker" after beating out legendary Morten Andersen in 2004. 

Tynes, a former CFL standout, served as Kansas City's kicker the next three seasons, hitting 68 of 87 field-goal attempts, including 6-of-11 from 50 yards and longer. His longest was a 53-yarder against San Diego last season. He was 24-of-31 last year, including 2-of-4 from beyond midfield. Huston, who had a trial with the Chicago Bears last summer, has impressed the Giants with his leg strength since signing with them in January. 

Although the Giants maintain it's an open competition, local observers believe it's Tynes' job to lose. We agree. 
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New York Jets Jets 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Curtis Martin officially announced his retirement late last month. The formal announcement closed the door on what has been known for months -- that Martin has rushed for his final yards on the football field because of a degenerative bone-on-bone condition in his right knee. He ends his career as the Jets' all-time leading rusher with 10,302 yards. ... Thomas Jones was brought on board to handle the featured role with Martin no longer in the mix. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Tim Dwight; opened camp on PUP; working on his own despite sore foot; should return soon. 


Quarterback:  As the Sports Xchange recently noted, after two surgeries on his throwing shoulder 10 months apart in 2005, no one knew exactly what to expect from Chad Pennington. But he came through in a major way, starting all 16 games, plus a playoff game, for the first time in his career. Although his 17-TD effort was hardly earth shattering, Pennington did earn Comeback Player of the Year honors and demonstrated how the system installed by coordinator Brian Schottenheimer minimized his deficiencies (primarily arm strength) and maximized his pre- and post-snap ability to read defenses. 

Unlike last summer when he faced an open competition for the No. 1 spot, head coach Eric Mangini has already announced that Pennington will open camp this year as the undisputed starter. If Laveranues Coles and Jerricho Cotchery continue to produce at last year's pace, Pennington will continue to provide Fantasy owners with a solid QB2. 

According to the Xchange, the Jets would like to see second-year man Kellen Clemens beat out journeyman Marques Tuiasosopo for the backup job, but the former second-round draft pick's inconsistent efforts in spring workouts were said to be ongoing early in training camp. 

Also. ... Mangini announced the last week of July that Brad Smith is now working at quarterback. Smith was a standout QB at Missouri before converting to wide receiver as an NFL rookie last season. According to Mangini: "[Smith is] a quarterback that plays receiver some and does some other things. Brad is a quarterback and you will see him throughout camp playing quarterback and in preseason games he will play quarterback. He's just a quarterback that has the versatility to play other positions. ..." It's safe to assume Smith will still get an occasional snap at wideout this fall. 
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Running Back:  When the Jets acquired Thomas Jones in a trade with the Bears, he appeared to be heading for the feature role he wanted. But it now appears coaches plan to employ a 1-2 punch featuring Jones and Leon Washington. One of Jones' complaints in Chicago was sharing with Cedric Benson -- although he benefited from Benson's presence. In seven games last season in which Benson had at least 12 carries, Jones averaged 4.8 yards per carry. In the other 12 games his average dipped to 4.1. 

Age could be a concern, as Jones turns 29 in August, but the Jets believe he'll be a young 29 because he didn't play much in his first four seasons. "I'm a workout warrior," Jones said. "The way I feel right now, I could play for a long, long time." 

Washington's presence should help in that regard without cutting too deeply into Jones' touches. 

The team has struggled with depth at the position this offseason. Kevan Barlow was released in February and Cedric Houston suddenly left the team in late July for personal reasons. The Jets finally signed Tony Hollings to fill the void -- but only after Tony Fisher spent a week on the roster. Fisher was released upon Hollings' arrival. 

According to the Xchange, the Jets were impressed with fullback Darian Barnes when they faced him when he was a Dolphin, and believe he can be a better blocker than B.J. Askew, now with Tampa Bay. 
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Wide Receiver:  Coles led the Jets in receptions and receiving yards last year despite having to play through a series of nagging injuries. In fact, Coles spent most of the season listed as questionable. He battled through a pulled calf, a sprained wrist, a concussion, jaw ailments and back and ribs injuries and still played in every game. 

And according to the New York Post, Coles says he is already questionable for training camp. He was joking -- sort of. 

Coles wasn't a big fan of Mangini's strenuous workouts last summer, but eventually warmed up to the new coach as the season progressed. His "Penguin" nickname Mangini was embraced by the coach and the team. While Mangini may not always like what the outspoken Coles has to say, the coach has no problems with the way the seventh-year receiver plays in pain and catches the ball over the middle. 

Cotchery, coming off a breakout season, was rewarded with a contract extension this offseason. In addition to setting career highs in catches, yards and touchdowns, Cotchery combined with Coles to form the most productive receiving tandem in team history. 

Cotchery, who had 25 receptions in his first two seasons, impressed Mangini and Schottenheimer in training camp last summer and won the job as the team's No. 2 receiver behind Coles. Cotchery was involved in the two longest plays from scrimmage of the Jets' season -- both against New England. He had a 71-yard touchdown catch-and-run in Week 2, and had a 77-yard touchdown catch in the playoff loss against the Patriots. 

"Jerricho Cotchery exemplifies everything we are looking for in our players," Mangini said. "He is smart, tough, hardworking, selfless, competitive and football is important to him." 

That last attribute might be the most important. ... 

Justin McCareins lost his starting job to Cotchery last year and wants desperately to be a starter again. It won't happen in New York. ... Still, the Xchange reports that McCareins was impressive in spring workouts and is a good insurance policy. Tim Dwight is trying to make it back from a severe foot injury that ended his 2007 season after the 11th game. The Jets like seventh-round pick Chansi Stuckey's potential and believe he can be effective on short or intermediate routes. 
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Tight End:  Chris Baker, who missed eight games in 2005 with a broken ankle, came back strong last season, setting career highs in catches (31) and receiving yards. He also tied his career best with four touchdown receptions. More importantly, he played in every game and proved he could do more than block. 

Unfortunately, he is a capable blocker and protection issues forced coaches to keep him in to block more on passing downs than they would have liked. Still, Baker cut down on his drops and showed the ability to get open over the middle. That said, Fantasy owners shouldn't get too excited about his prospects. We're not looking for a tremendous increase in production this fall. 

Reserves Sean Ryan and Jason Pociask, who is healthy after spending 2006 on injured reserve in what would have been his rookie season, are both viewed more as blockers than receivers. 
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Place-kicker:  Mike Nugent recovered from an opening-day meltdown at Tennessee to connect on his last 21 field-goal attempts, including three in the team's playoff game at New England. He also made 26 of his last 27, including a career-long 54-yarder against Houston. Once the dust had cleared, Nugent has set a new career-high with 95 points, besting his rookie season total of 90. He connected on his second career 50-plus yard field-goal attempt with a 52-yarder against the Vikings in a Week 15 win. 

That said, he could use more distance on his kickoffs and again will work on his leg strength and conditioning in the offseason. Still, Nugent should be considered a player on the rise working alongside an improving Jets offense following the off-season addition of Jones, who provides a significant upgrade for the rushing attack. 
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Oakland Raiders 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The holdout of No. 1 overall pick and quarterback JaMarcus Russell over contract talks with the Raiders figures to be a lengthy one, two sources with knowledge of the negotiations told Yahoo! Sports correspondent Jason Cole on Aug. 5. "This could go to September, easily, with the way the Raiders have approached it," a source told Cole. The talks have grown increasingly tense after owner Al Davis insinuated to the media on Aug. 2 that part of the cause of the holdout was the inexperience of Russell's agents, Eric Metz and Ethan Lock (who have more than 30 years combined in the business). Davis said a major issue was Russell's desire to have $29 million in guaranteed money paid in the form of an option bonus. The Raiders are hesitant to pay an option bonus because such a bonus can't be recovered if a player retires, such as Barry Sanders, or gets in trouble, such as Michael Vick. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Michael Bush; opened camp on PUP; recovering from broken leg; return uncertain. 


Quarterback:  As Associated Press sports writer Josh Dubow pointed out, when JaMarcus Russell came out of college, some scouts compared his frame and strong arm to Daunte Culpepper. Now the Raiders have one of the two on hand for training camp -- even if it's not necessarily the one who most needs to be there. 

With Russell still unsigned, the Raiders signed Culpepper to a one-year contract on Aug. 1. Despite the addition, the Raiders need to get Russell into camp. The No. 1 overall pick has missed the first nine practices of training camp as the sides are unable to agree on a contract. The sticking point is reportedly the structure of the contract -- specifically how the bonus money is handled. 

In Russell's absence, Culpepper is practicing (without a knee brace) along side Josh McCown and Andrew Walter. The newcomer is being brought along slowly and he's by no means a lock to earn a contributing role in the offense -- even if Russell's holdout continues. 

McCown, acquired in a draft-day trade from Detroit, made 22 starts with Arizona before backing up Jon Kitna with the Lions last season. He has 25 touchdown passes and 29 interceptions in his career, but Al Davis likes his mobility and compared him to Rich Gannon. 

The Raiders thought highly enough of Walter that they passed on the opportunity to draft Matt Leinart in 2006. Given a chance to play last season when Aaron Brooks got hurt, Walter went 2-6 and struggled with turnovers and accuracy. Walter threw 13 interceptions, lost nine fumbles and was sacked 46 times. He completed only 53.3 percent of his passes, threw for three touchdowns and had a passer rating of 55.8. 

Who is the most likely starter if Russell doesn't show up? 

Although he didn't attempt a pass last season, McCown is a five-year veteran with considerable experience. And as San Francisco Chronicle staffer David White recently pointed out McCown's skills would appear to be a good fit for new head coach Lane Kiffin's offense, which features a mobile pocket. 

During pre-draft workouts in 2002, McCown ran the short shuttle in under 4 seconds and posted a 4.5-second 40-yard dash. That kind of mobility will help if the Raiders' offensive line doesn't improve noticeably over last year. 
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Running Back:  There's a reason LaMont Jordan had to take a $3 million roster bonus, instead of the $4.75 million he was due: To avoid getting cut. "I'm not happy about it all," Jordan said. "But really, at this point, there's nothing I could do about it." He's right. ... Jordan's season ended last November with a left knee injury. The injury didn't require surgery shouldn't be an issue going forward. 

Free-agent addition Dominic Rhodes will be, although Jordan is taking Rhodes' presence in stride. "I'm not afraid of competition," Jordan said. "The way I see it, it's my job until the coaches give it to somebody else. ..." We suspect that a four-game suspension for violating the league's Personal-Conduct Policy is the only thing keeping coaches from handing the job to Rhodes. 

Remember: Jordan (admittedly without much help from his O-line) has yet to score his first rushing touchdown on the road as a Raider and has averaged 63.4 yards per game on the ground. 

Rhodes, who finds himself making a transition from the league's best team to its worst, should find himself in a time-share situation with Jordan upon return from the suspension. Kiffin's intention is using Jordan and Rhodes as part of a two-headed attack in much the same way the Saints use Reggie Bush and Deuce McAllister. If that's the case, we're looking for the more versatile Rhodes to be slightly more productive than Jordan as the season wears on. 

Rookie Michael Bush opened Raiders training camp on the PUP list. Kiffin said the Raiders wanted to see Bush in better condition as to not risk injury after rehabbing from a broken leg. The Raiders are hoping Bush will be healthy enough to compete with Jordan, Rhodes and Justin Fargas for playing time this summer. With Rhodes' suspension, a healthy Bush could come in handy. 

All that said, Fantasy owners in redraft leagues shouldn't get too excited about his prospects this year. Dynasty and keeper league owners shouldn't shy away, however. 

The reorganization of Oakland's backfield didn't stop with the addition of Rhodes and Bush. Justin Griffith also joined the team in March. As the Sports Xchange noted, Griffith isn't the typical bruising fullback. But he's an excellent lead blocker who can also run with speed and power, as he demonstrated late last season by filling in at halfback after injuries to Warrick Dunn and Jerious Norwood forced the Falcons to take drastic measures. Overall, however, has been most effective as a receiver. In fact, the athletic Griffith has more receptions over the course of his career (87) than carries (81). According to observers, his arrival apparently signals the end of the line for Zack Crockett. 

Also worth noting: Griffith is familiar with components of the new Raiders coaching staff, as incoming offensive coordinator Greg Knapp and offensive line coach Tom Cable served in the same capacity for the Falcons last season. 
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Wide Receiver:  With Randy Moss now a Patriot, the Raiders have to find their go-to receiver. That job could be Jerry Porter's. He's a logical choice, but he isn't putting too much into that notion right now. "I don't know, this is what, my fourth practice here?" Porter said the first week of May, after the team's first mandatory mini-camp under Kiffin. "Coach is still learning what the guys do." 

Porter led the Raiders with 76 catches in 2005 but had just one catch while in the middle of drama with Art Shell last season. In Porter's lone season (2004) without Jerry Rice, Tim Brown or Moss, he caught 64 passes for 998 yards and nine touchdowns. He followed that up with 942 yards in 2005. 

With Kiffin promising a clean slate, there's no reason to believe Porter can't re-emerge as the team's top receiving threat. 

Ronald Curry comes off a surprising season in which he led the Raiders in receptions and receiving yards after sustaining debilitating Achilles tears on the same leg in two consecutive years. Although Shell seemed reluctant to use him, Curry proved his worth over the last four games. He caught 33 passes during that span -- more than Alvis Whitted (27) and nearly as many as Moss (42) caught for the entire season. He also emerged as Oakland's most consistent third-down option, with 30 of his catches coming on third or fourth down. And while other Raiders wideouts caught 46 percent of the passes thrown their way, Curry caught 70 percent of those tossed toward him. ... 

The hope is that Johnnie Lee Higgins, the big play rookie from Texas-El Paso, shows enough to be the third receiver and big play threat the offense needs. Higgins has the speed the Raiders love, and his speed is as a football player rather than a track athlete. 

Higgins will have to beat out returning veterans Doug Gabriel, Carlos Francis Johnnie Morant and Whitted in addition to newcomers Travis Taylor and Mike Williams. 
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Tight End:  The Raiders used three tight ends last season, a project that went so well, Kiffin made that position the second priority addressed in the draft -- ahead of the offensive line. So, while the selection of Zach Miller in the second round surprised some people in Oakland because of the already crowded lot at the TE position, Pro Football Weekly reports the team's other options, especially Courtney Anderson and Randal Williams, failed to impress the new coaching staff. That become even more apparent when Anderson was released in July and Williams on Aug. 3. 

Although Miller is not a strong blocker, Oakland reportedly had him rated higher than Greg Olsen and the Raiders hope Miller's hands, athleticism and awareness will make him a quick-release type of receiver who can help compensate for an offensive line that has holes. 

With Anderson and Williams gone, James Adkisson and John Madsen -- both converted wide receivers -- could contribute to the passing attack. Former Cardinal Fred Wakefield and ex-Bengal Tony Stewart -- both free-agent additions -- are also in the mix. As the Xchange noted, Wakefield is essentially a tackle playing tight end, the best blocker of the bunch. Stewart has experience, but injuries have been a concern. 
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Place-kicker:  Sebastian Janikowski has hit a bit of a rough stretch after a promising start to his career and has not met the expectations created by his first-round draft status. If nothing else, his career success rate on field goals of 40 yards or more -- he's hit 58 of 93 (62 percent) -- is well below what one would expect from the supposedly premiere long-distance kicker in college football. 

Adding to his woes, Janikowski was forced to work behind a historically horrible offense last season. You don't often see a kicker who's healthy for all 16 games limited to just 16 PAT attempts. Thank goodness he made them all. 

Reasons for hope? Unpopular special teams coach Ted Daisher left after one season to take on the same job in Cleveland. Daisher reportedly had an especially poor relationship with Janikowski. 
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Philadelphia Eagles 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: While all eyes will be on Donovan McNabb's return from last season's torn ACL, we'll remind you again (also see the Position-by-Position overview below) that head coach Andy Reid will let offensive coordinator Marty Mornhinweg continue on as play caller this fall. In case you missed, Reid turned the play-calling duties over to Mornhinweg after McNabb was injured last year and the offense took on a different identity -- relying much more heavily on Brian Westbrook than ever before. ... That trend could continue as McNabb works his way back up to full speed. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Correll Buckhalter; missed practice on 8/6 with an unspecified knee injury.
QB Donovan McNabb; cleared for full workouts from the start of camp; recovery from torn ACL on track.
TE L.J. Smith; has been working on a limited basis while returning from hernia surgery. 


Quarterback:  Donovan McNabb has rehabbed vigorously since a torn ACL ended his season in Week 11 last year and was able to take part in the first practice of Eagles training camp, more than eight months after the injury occurred. 

Shortly after that first workout, on July 28, McNabb speculated that his knee was around 75 percent. On Aug. 1 -- after his first practice in pads, McNabb backed off his original diagnosis. "Who knows what real percentage it is," McNabb joked. "I just kind of threw a number out and you guys just jumped on it. I could have said 40 percent and you guys would have gone crazy. It could be 90 percent, but who knows." 

Without putting a percentage on it, McNabb indicated he felt no nervousness entering that first workout in full pads. According to the team's official web sit, McNabb showed an adequate amount of confidence and comfort, stepping up in the pocket to fire the football or rolling out when necessary. McNabb said his "eyes were able to stay downfield" rather than on the pass rush. ESPN's Sal Paolantonio wasn't so sure. ... 

McNabb is wearing a protective brace on the knee, although he did not use one in mini-camp or in his annual workouts in Arizona. Nor does he plan to wear it this fall. 

So, can McNabb pull a Carson Palmer and return to form next season? The season opener at Green Bay on Sept. 9 will be nine and a half months post-surgery. Considering McNabb's injury wasn't as severe and his surgery was performed more than a month earlier than Palmer's was (late November for McNabb; early January for Palmer), there's reason for hope. 

Whatever the case, McNabb continues down the long path to recovery. We'll continue to pass along tidbits as he does so. 

The selection of Kevin Kolb in the second round of April's draft caused considerable excitement in Philadelphia, with both local and national media quick to suggest using their first pick to land his eventual replacement was a knock against McNabb. It wasn't long before McNabb's less-than-positive initial reaction to Kolb's selection. 

But don't let the hype confuse you; A.J. Feeley, who agreed to a three-year contract extension with the Eagles in February, will continue to serve as McNabb's primary backup this year and perhaps beyond. It should be noted that Eagles officials were comfortable enough with Feeley at the No. 2 spot to let Jeff Garcia leave via free agency. 

One last note here. ... In addition to coming off the torn ACL, McNabb has started all 16 games in the regular season just once in the past five years. Don't be surprised if Feeley gets some snaps this year. 
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Running Back:  Brian Westbrook took the lead role in Philadelphia's offense last season after McNabb was hurt and head coach Andy Reid turned the play-calling duties over to coordinator Marty Mornhinweg. In the nine games prior to McNabb's injury, Westbrook had more than 20 carries in a game just once. After McNabb got injured, Westbrook passed the 20-carry mark three times in six games. 

As Paolantonio suggested: "Westbrook gave the Eagles offense an identity." Reid apparently took notice. The coach has already announced Mornhinweg will continue calling plays this year. 

Meanwhile, Westbrook answered lingering questions about his durability by handling a career-high 322 touches while playing through a sore knee that limited his practice time early last season. 

Despite the arrival of rookie Tony Hunt and the continuing presence of Correll Buckhalter, Westbrook will continue to handle the bulk of the workload -- and deliver most of the production. 

Touted as the "big back" Eagles fans were craving, Hunt is much more. He is also a complete back. He can run, catch and block and it appears he'll be given every opportunity to serve as Brian Westbrook's backup and complement. According to his NFL.com scouting report, Hunt relies on power and balance to gain the tough yardage between the tackles. Per that same profile: "If you are looking for a breakaway threat, look elsewhere. If you are looking for a physical chain mover, Hunt is that type. ..." 

In 45 college games, Hunt produced 28 touchdowns (25 rushing, three receiving). In addition, he became only the fifth player in Penn State history to rush for over 3,000 yards in his career (3,320), and the sixth to rush for over 1,000 yards in more than one season. ... Buckhalter is officially on notice. 

Thomas Tapeh, who played well at fullback last season, also can play running back. Nate Ilaoa and Jason Davis hope to back him up at fullback. 
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Wide Receiver:  With Donte' Stallworth no longer in the mix, Reggie Brown projects as the team's No. 1 outside threat this season. A second-round pick in 2005, Brown does not have big-time speed but has the ability to get deep at times and beat his defender with good moves and good route-running ability. 

But as the Trenton Times recently noted, coaches will be looking for more consistency and more focus during the course of a game. Per Times staffer Mark Eckel, there are times Brown loses concentration and drops passes he should catch, and those inconsistent hands are something he needs to improve if he is going to be a true No. 1 receiver. 

Nonetheless, the Eagles believe that Brown, who averaged 17.7 yards (and ranked second in the NFL among receivers with at least 40 catches), can be the deep threat that Stallworth provided last season. 

Kevin Curtis, one of the NFL's fastest players -- certainly in terms of straight-line speed, will bring a big-play dimension to the Eagles' attack. Though he wasn't a full-time starter with the Rams, Curtis appeared in all but one game last year and in the last three seasons he caught a total of 132 passes for 1,701 yards (averaging 12.6 yards per catch) and 12 touchdowns. According to Pro Football Weekly, Curtis likely will play outside in 2-WR formations opposite Brown and in the slot in 3-WR alignments. That will be fine with Curtis, who said: "I want to be out on the field playing the whole game." 

We believe he will be. 

Curtis has played in an offense similar to what the Eagles run and the deep threat he consistently provides will compensate for Stallworth's loss. 

Originally signed as a free agent by the Vikings following the 2006 draft -- and after a stellar collegiate career at New Mexico, Hank Baskett was acquired by the Eagles in an off-season trade. He went on to rank fourth among all rookie receivers in receptions and yards. His season was highlighted by a pair of 85-yard-plus receptions, a feat only one other player in NFL history had accomplished as a rookie. His impressive 21.1-yard per catch average ranked second in the league behind Saints wideout Devery Henderson among all receivers with at least 20 receptions. 

According to the Times, when the team did not select any receivers in the draft, it was a definite vote of confidence for Baskett. Although he has the perfect size to be a slot receiver, Eckel expects Baskett to line up outside at times as well, with starter Curtis moving into the slot. 

Jason Avant, Greg Lewis and perhaps even a healthy Jeremy Bloom will battle for snaps behind the top three. 
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Tight End:  L.J. Smith finished 2006 ranked second on the Eagles in receptions and tied for second in receiving TDs, while ranking fourth in receiving yards. His totals held up pretty well in comparison to the league's top tight ends, too. He ranked 10th among NFL tight ends in catches, 12th in receiving yards and was tied for seventh in touchdowns. The question now is whether he can move into elite territory. 

ESPN insider Len Pasquarelli thinks he can. "Smith is a terrific fit for the variation of the West Coast offense the Eagles use because he has such a good feel for the passing game and an innate knowledge of how to get open in intermediate zones," Pasquarelli recently wrote. 

Although Smith underwent hernia surgery in May, we agree -- especially if McNabb's recovery goes well enough for the veteran QB to start Week 1. 

As for that recovery, Reid told reports on Jul. 28 that Smith was well ahead of schedule, something Smith seemed to bear out in following days has he ran, cut and caught the ball without any signs of apprehension. Both Reid and Smith were unable to give any time table for Smith's return, but the Rutgers product said that he was currently "80 to 85 percent" in terms of health. 

Matt Schobel will be the first man off the bench behind Smith, but the former Bengal falls far short of Smith in terms of threatening opposing defenses. 
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Place-kicker:  David Akers has long been considered among the league's top kickers, but he struggled noticeably last year while working without his favorite holder, Koy Detmer. Before last season, Akers had been accustomed to working with Detmer as the holder and Mike Bartrum as the long snapper since 2000. But the team released Detmer and assigned holding duties to punter Dirk Johnson. Then Bartrum suffered a season-ending neck injury in November forcing another change. 

Whatever the reason, Akers hit just 18 field goals (zero attempted from 50 or more yards) and 48 extra points. Worse yet, it was Akers' second sub-25 attempts season in as many years -- an indication the Eagles offense is scoring too many touchdowns. But with McNabb returning from that ACL, it might take some time to get up to speed this year, making Akers a more attractive prospect. 
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Pittsburgh Steelers 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: If the Steelers 20-7 win over the Saints in Sunday night's Hall Of Fame game is any indication, new coordinator Bruce Arians is going to be a very popular man in Fantasy Nation. In the first half, Pittsburgh outgained New Orleans 305-56, including 205-32 in the air. Overall, it was 413-214. The Steelers kept making big plays, particularly on passes in a more wide-open offense designed by Arians. Remember: Arians was instrumental in the development of Colts quarterback Peyton Manning, while serving as the Colts' quarterback coach for three years (1998-2000). Under Arians' tutelage, Manning totaled 4,413 yards and 33 touchdowns in 2000 to break his own club season record. His 33 touchdown passes in 2000 established a Colts' franchise record previously held by John Unitas. ... We're not looking for similar totals from Ben Roethlisberger, but Arians appears to have a clear vision for the direction the offense should take and new head coach Mike Tomlin isn't complaining. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Willie Parker; missing time with soreness, swelling in knee; injury isn't believed to be serious.
RB Verron Haynes; removed from PUP on 7/27; knee seems to be responding well.
WR Santonio Holmes; removed from PUP on 7/28; working fully since.
TE Matt Spaeth; missed one practice 7/28 with mild shoulder injury; shouldn't be an issue going forward. 


Quarterback:  Coming off a lackluster 2006, Ben Roethlisberger wouldn't blame last summer's motorcycle accident, a subsequent appendectomy or in-season concussion, all of which limited him at various times, for his poor showing. "It's a bad year," he said. "It's going to happen.." Here's hoping it doesn't happen again. 

Roethlisberger threw more interceptions (23) than any Steelers quarterback in 27 years and more than he did in his first two seasons combined. But a streamlined playbook, greater leeway in calling audibles and the likelihood we'll see more four-receiver sets and less shotgun formations all seem to have the QB excited about 2007. 

So does new head coach Mike Tomlin. "You can tell he has a fire," Roethlisberger said. "He has the players fired -- the enthusiasm, the energy -- and I think he's going to be a good coach. He has the passion." Let's hope some of that passion rubs off on Roethlisberger. 

No. 2 man Charlie Batch started and won last year's opener when Roethlisberger had an appendectomy and they are confident in his steady hand to bail them out if need be. 
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Running Back:  Willie Parker backed up his 1,202-yard season in 2005 with 1,494 yards last season. He did so by carrying the ball 337 times, fourth most in Steelers history while rushing for the third-most yards in team history and breaking the Steelers record with 16 touchdowns (13 rushing). This year, Parker's goal is to be on the field all the time; he wants to not only be their starting halfback, he wants to stick around for third downs as well. "I want to do it all," Parker said. "I want to do all the situations." 

The coaching staff is apparently inclined to let him do it, too. According to Pittsburgh Post-Gazette staffer Ed Bouchette, new coordinator Bruce Arians believes in running his best players until their tongues hang out, and Parker might be the odds-on favorite to take over the role as third-down back. 

All that said, we'd be surprised if the new staff doesn't spell the 210-pound Parker on a regular basis. 

The Steelers hope that either Najeh Davenport or free-agent addition Kevan Barlow can serve as a complement to Parker and be the kind of late-game "closer" that Jerome Bettis was late in his career. Davenport is the early favorite to win that role. The Steelers signed him to a two-year $2 million contract in March, paying him the kind of money that indicates he's high in their plans for next season. 

Verron Haynes, coming off a season-ending knee injury, will battle for a roster spot and perhaps a third-down role if Parker can't handle it. ... According to the Sports Xchange, the Steelers plan to use more one-back this season, so fullback Dan Kreider won't be on the field as much; he rarely touches the ball and has been used mostly as a blocker. 
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Wide Receiver:  Hines Ward, who had four consecutive 1,000-yard receiving seasons from 2001-04, is hoping to come on strong after missing a pair of games last December with a knee injury that required surgery. A rare change of coaching staffs in Pittsburgh also brings a change in the offense -- a scheme in which he'll move around more than in past seasons -- should work in his favor. According to the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, Ward is excited about the opportunity to line up as a slot receiver, particularly when the Steelers spread the field and are in no-huddle mode, something we should see often. 

"Me playing slot a lot more takes the double team off me," said Ward, who is poised to break John Stallworth's team record for career receiving yards this season. 

Assuming Roethlisberger can avoid the kind of setbacks that slowed his progress last year, Ward will deliver outstanding Fantasy value this season. 

Santonio Holmes is coming off a highly productive rookie season, one which he punctuated with a four-catch, 124-yard performance in the Steelers' final game of 2006. And he should only get better, since, as he said, the game has slowed down for him. "My goal is to increase everything, at least double of what I did last year," said Holmes, the Steelers' 2006 first-round pick. Tribune-Review staffer Scott Brown suggests the Steelers will be ecstatic if Holmes comes close to reaching that goal. 

And he should have plenty of opportunity to do so as long as he can supplant veteran Cedrick Wilson as the starting split end -- something that will be easier said than done if Wilson continues to play as well as he did in the pre-season opening Hall Of Fame Game (Wilson caught four passes for 99 yards as the Steelers defeated the Saints 20-7). 

"For now, it's looking like that, but we have to go into training camp and that's where it determines whether you win or lose your spot," Holmes said. ... Maybe so, but we'll be surprised if Holmes isn't the opening-day starter opposite Ward. 

Nate Washington, who previously backed up Ward, moved into the No. 3 spot in his second season in the league and he should have a prominent role again this year. "I think some of the things that Nate Washington is capable of have been evident, studying the tape," Tomlin recently told reporters. "He needs to move forward. ..." An undrafted free agent in 2005, Washington averaged a team-best 17.8 yards per catch last year. He runs good routes and has the athleticism to make tough, acrobatic catches. 

According to Post-Gazette staffer Gerry Dulac, Washington needs to improve his concentration and not drop as many passes, but his emergence last year should make things difficult for Wilson, who has been a major disappointment -- he has just one TD catch in two seasons since signing as an unrestricted free agent. 
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Tight End:  After a solid rookie season, Heath Miller picked up right where he left in last year's regular-season opener. He caught an 87-yard touchdown pass from Batch and posted his first 100-yard game as a pro, but that would remain his only TD of the season. In fact, more than one-fourth of his receiving yards came in that game -- with Batch under center. Once Roethlisberger returned to action, Miller couldn't seem to get in sync with the QB. ... 

Nonetheless, the Post-Gazette recently suggested the talented you tight end will probably have an expanded role this season under Arians because Miller is such a good receiver. If that's the case, Miller is a Pro Bowl-caliber player who runs good routes, has good hands and is tough to bring down after a catch. He could provide tremendous value as a Fantasy TE2. 

According to the Xchange, coaches are likely to team the 6-5 Miller with Matt Spaeth, a 6-7 rookie, when they get near the goal line. Veteran Jerame Tuman has done well as a blocker and receiver. The Xchange went on to note the tight ends will be on the move more in the new offense and will often be used in the backfield, more as H-backs, and split out wide. 
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Place-kicker:  The Steelers have never had two coaches devoted to special teams -- Chuck Noll once coached them by himself -- but Tomlin decided to do so following a major falloff in production by the kicking units last season -- including Jeff Reed, who missed seven of 27 field goal attempts. Reed had missed only five times in each of the previous two seasons, while attempting more kicks in each than he did last season. ... 

It's probably worth noting that all seven of his misses came at Heinz Field and those who follow the team closely hint that Reed isn't happy with the deteriorating condition of the grass. 

Positives? Pittsburgh's offense will maintain some continuity with former WRs coach Bruce Arians promoted to coordinator and they have the playmakers necessary to create ample opportunity -- as long as Reed can get past the poor home-field surface. 
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St. Louis Rams 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Heading into their second year under head coach Scott Linehan's offensive tutelage -- and after adding additional offensive components (Drew Bennett, Randy McMichael, Brian Leonard) -- the Rams are clearly a team capable of generating tremendous statistical and point totals. The big question has to be how much the newcomers cut into Steven Jackson's production? 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Torry Holt; returning from knee surgery; currently practicing without restriction; says he's at 70 percent. 


Quarterback:  Marc Bulger re-established himself as one of the league's most accurate passers by completing 62.9 percent of his throws last season. After a rocky start, he managed the new offense well, avoiding turnovers and playing in all 16 games, the first time that has happened in his career. Now, he heads into 2007 with a better grasp of Scott Linehan's offense and with newcomers Randy McMichael and Drew Bennett joining Torry Holt, Isaac Bruce and tailback Steven Jackson in an already productive receiving corps. Those additions have taken the Rams offense from talented to downright loaded (at least on paper). 

And nobody could be happier about it than Bulger, who believes the changes made could put this year's offense among the best in the league and potentially among the best he has played with. 

Should all the pieces come together as expected, Bulger seems likely to make Rams' decision to make him one of the league's highest paid quarterbacks late last month. For those interested, Bulger's new six-year deal pays him an average of $10 million annually and reportedly includes $20 million in guaranteed money. 

Meanwhile, as the Sports Xchange suggests, Gus Frerotte is the perfect veteran to have behind Bulger; someone who understands the system and his role. Ryan Fitzpatrick will see a lot of time in pre-season games, and at some point the team has to decide if he will be a viable No. 2 behind Bulger. 
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Running Back:  Jackson talked all last offseason about wanting the ball more. His wish came true, as first-year head coach Scott Linehan gave him 346 carries. But he didn't stop there. Jackson also set a club record for receptions by a running with 90 and led the league with 2,334 combined yards from scrimmage. 

But he's note satisfied. "My goal is 2,500 total yards from scrimmage," Jackson said in July. "And how I get it doesn't matter. But I want to get to that number." 

If he does, Jackson would replace Marshall Faulk as the NFL's single-season record-holder. Faulk piled up 2,429 yards in 1999 -- 1,381 rushing, 1,048 receiving -- a season that culminated with a Rams Super Bowl championship. Only Faulk, Tiki Barber (2,390 in 2005), LaDainian Tomlinson (2,370 in 2003), and Barry Sanders (2,358 in 1997) have topped Jackson's 2006 total. 

Of course, with coaches hoping to decrease his workload as a receiver this year, Jackson's goal won't be any easier to achieve. In fact, Jackson himself admits that last season's workload was a bit much. And even though he enjoys his burgeoning role as the centerpiece of the Rams' offense, Jackson isn't averse to sharing the workload a bit. "I just don't want to burn myself out too fast," he said. ... 

While off-season additions Bennett and McMichael, both capable of working the middle of the field, could cut into Jackson's catch total, nobody on the roster is going to cut significantly into his carries and Jackson should continue to produce at an elite level. 

While rookie Brian Leonard isn't a physically imposing blocker, he generates excellent quickness out of his stance, has precise cutback agility and great hands. And with the Rams looking to cut back on Jackson's touches, Leonard could be in line for a complementary role. In fact, if all goes as planned, Linehan has a specific vision for the kind of workload Leonard might handle each Sunday: A few snaps at fullback as lead blocker for Jackson; a few snaps at running back, spelling Jackson; a few snaps as a third-down back; and perhaps a play or two in short yardage. ... "Before it's all said and done, he's in the game for 15-20 snaps," Linehan said. 

How likely is such a role? It depends on Leonard; the quicker he learns the offense the sooner he'll be asked to contribute. "It's kind of up to his progress," Linehan said. 

Travis Minor and Kay-Jay Harris are probably competing for the No. 3 job, and the decision will likely be determined on special teams. ... Madison Hedgecock might be the only fullback retained on the roster, although long snapper Chris Massey could help in an emergency. 
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Wide Receiver:  As the Xchange recently suggested, it's strange to talk about Holt having an off year when he still totaled 93 receptions with 10 touchdowns. He was hampered by a knee injury over the last month of the season, and didn't reach 1,300 yards receiving for the first time since his rookie season of 1999. Still, considering the fact that the offense struggled at times with a new system, he was still a Pro Bowl performer. And there's reason to believe he'll improve. 

Remember, opponents did their best to take Holt out of the offense last season by rolling coverages to his side of the field and forcing Bulger to take more underneath passes. New arrivals Bennett and McMichael will make that more difficult. 

Meanwhile, Holt, who had surgery on the knee to repair torn meniscus in early February, estimates his knee was about 70 percent, but that seems to be a bit on the conservative side. He has looked like his usual self when given the opportunity and has continued to build strength. 

For what it's worth, Holt is setting his individual goals in just about the same places. He'd like to return to 1,300 yards receiving with 90 or more receptions. But, there is one tweak in the goal set in the form of touchdown catches. Usually, Holt aims for 10 or more touchdown catches, but he says he is shooting for 12 to 15 this season. 

With Holt slowed by knee problems late last year, Bruce showed that he still has some gas left in the tank. He has lost a step over the years, but as St. Louis Post-Dispatch staffer Jim Thomas recently noted, Bruce still finds ways to get open. His quickness and change-of-direction ability have not diminished over the years. Bruce's disciplined offseason workout regimen has slowed the inevitable erosion of skills that most receivers experience in their mid 30s. 

Over the past couple of years, Bruce also has made changes in his diet -- a healthier approach again designed to give him an edge over the competition. Bruce has two years left on his contract and there's no reason to think he won't continue to perform at a high level. 

The Rams added some size and production to their receiving corps when they landed Bennett as an unrestricted free agent in March. The team's official web site advised readers that he will immediately move in as the No. 3 man behind Holt and Bruce. As a replacement for diminutive speedster (and free-agent defector) Kevin Curtis, Bennett couldn't be more different. But he clearly meets a need; as Linehan said: "We feel great about it he gets down field, and he has sneaky speed for a tall guy." 
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Tight End:  The Rams believe they pulled off a coup in landing McMichael, who has averaged 65 catches over the past three seasons for Miami. His career-high for five seasons in Miami was 73 catches in 2004. In fact, McMichael is the Dolphins' all-time leader in receptions among tight ends and his 80 career starts are the second-most consecutive starts by an NFL tight end to open a career since 1970. He's also a very good blocker. Perhaps most importantly, McMichael played for Linehan in 2005 when Linehan was offensive coordinator for the Dolphins. 

He'll move in as the immediate starter and allow Linehan to further stretch defenses already struggling to keep up with Jackson, Holt and Bruce. Fellow newcomer Bennett adds to the fun. 

As McMichael noted: "One thing about it is you won't be able to double cover anybody." He's right. 

According to the Xchange, the Rams still love the potential of Joe Klopfenstein, and now he will be able to advance at a less pressurized pace, while learning from McMichael. It's not out of the question the final roster will include four tight ends if only one true fullback makes the team. Aaron Walker and Dominique Byrd appear to be the top two beyond McMichael and Klopfenstein. 
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Place-kicker:  Jeff Wilkins, entering his 14th season as a pro, is as steady and reliable as they come and goes into his 11th season as a Ram showing no signs of slowing down. He made 32 of 37 field-goal attempts last season and played an even bigger role as the Rams' offense has come back to the pack since the "Greatest Show on Turf" days when field goals were rarely needed. 

Wilkins recently noted that playing indoors has been a major factor in sustaining his career. He has also scaled back his off-season kicking workouts as compared to early in his career in an effort to save his leg. That could turn out to be a wise choice. The Rams kept Wilkins busy in 2006 and we expect more of the same this year after the team added new offensive weapons to an already dangerous arsenal. 
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San Diego Chargers 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Following the rather abrupt firing of Marty Schottenheimer, the Chargers went with Norv Turner as their new boss. The team interviewed six candidates, but Turner was the only one with NFL head-coaching experience, having spent nine seasons coaching Washington and Oakland. He's also the only candidate with offensive expertise and inherits a unit that ranked first in the NFL in scoring with 492 points (30.8 per game). ... Oh, and it just so happens that former coordinator Cam Cameron actually ran the offense Turner first installed in San Diego six years ago. ... In other words, LaDainian Tomlinson fans can rest easy. Philip Rivers lovers, too; Turner's history of developing NFL quarterbacks is as impressive as anybody out there. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Eric Parker; underwent toe surgery on 8/3; expected to miss 10 weeks.
WR Craig Davis; has been limited by sore groin; shouldn't be an issue going forward. 


Quarterback:  New head coach Norv Turner was impressed with Philip Rivers' first season as a starter. "He showed all the things you need to do in terms of handling [pressure]," Turner said. Rivers showed other things, too. As the San Diego Union-Tribune noted, Rivers is accurate, uses his time well in the pocket, senses the rush and makes difficult throws that many QBs cannot. 

But he needs to play with more consistency -- from game to game and within each game. If he continues to develop -- and perhaps starts playing as well early each week as he did in fourth quarters last year, Rivers will emerge as a low-level Fantasy starter sooner rather than later. 

One last note: Rivers has shown no lingering effects from the sprained foot he suffered at the end of the 2006 season during initial off-season workouts; it shouldn't be an issue this fall. 

Billy Volek provides the Chargers with experienced depth should anything happen to Rivers. Charlie Whitehurst appears to be destined for career-long No. 3 status as long as he remains in San Diego. 
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Running Back:  LaDainian Tomlinson, voted 2006 Most Valuable Player and Offensive Player of the year, broke Shaun Alexander's league record for touchdowns by scoring 31 (28 rushing) and also threw for two scores last season. He not only surpassed the mark Alexander established the previous season, but Tomlinson surpassed Paul Hornung's 46-year-old record for points by getting 186. 

He also rushed for a league-high 1,815 yards on 348 carries, had 56 receptions for 508 yards and was 2-for-3 as a passer, both completions for scores, giving him six in his six-year career, tying him for second among non-quarterbacks. 

Worried about coordinator Cam Cameron's departure? Don't. Turner was the Chargers' offensive coordinator for Tomlinson's rookie year and was responsible for installing the offense that Cameron tweaked and made his own for the next five seasons. ... 

Bottom line? Tomlinson is as definitive a No. 1 Fantasy back as we've seen in recent years. 

Once general manager A.J. Smith said his No. 2 halfback will not be traded under any circumstance, Michael Turner -- highly sought after as a restricted free agent this offseason -- made it clear he has no problem being a role player -- a very well-paid role player. In fact, the only guarantee in San Diego is that he will return kickoffs and carry the ball when Tomlinson is tired. 

Those who handcuff will obviously want to pair Turner with Tomlinson. ... Meanwhile, Darren Sproles, who lost last year to a broken leg, is on track to return this year but he's unlikely to make a significant offensive contribution. ... Lorenzo Neal returns for yet another season of leading the way and blowing up opposing linebackers for Tomlinson. 
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Wide Receiver:  With veteran Keenan McCardell's release this offseason, Smith and others in the organization anointed Vincent Jackson as the new No. 1 receiver. "This was a breakout year where it was time to show his stuff, and he did," Smith said of Jackson. "It's up to him now to become a pro." That last sentence is critical. 

Jackson has the potential, but has to become more consistent to be the top option. Fortunately, he has the necessary tools. As the Union-Tribune recently noted, Jackson is big and fast and in 2006 made a handful of excellent and crucial catches in the end zone. But he did fail to make some catches in traffic and must become a reliable weapon to earn Rivers' confidence. 

If he can do that, Jackson has the potential to complement Antonio Gates as a go-to guy in the red zone. 

Eric Parker appeared to be a lock to open the regular season as San Diego's No. 2 receiver for the second-straight year until undergoing toe surgery on Aug. 3. With Jackson expected to take over the No.1 spot, Parker was likely to become the possession receiver McCardell once was with Malcom Floyd expected to serve as a deep threat and red-zone role player. 

Now Parker will miss 10 weeks, making it likely that first-round pick Craig Davis will be asked to contribute as a rookie. 

And as the Sports Xchange recently suggested, with Davis, their first pick at No. 30 overall, the Chargers can now trot out something other than a possession receiver. Davis can scoot. 

Turner was salivating at the idea of utilizing Davis, who not only is quick and versatile, but is stout running with the ball after the reception. According to NFL.com, Davis is capable of making things happen -- when his head is in the game. 
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Tight End:  How do you take a three-time Pro Bowler who has hauled in 32 touchdown passes over the last three years and make him even better? Apparently by finding more things for him to do. That's what Turner has been doing with Gates since the team's first mini-camp. 

Gates has reportedly lined up all over the field in team drills. He spent time on the line of scrimmage, in the slot and split out wide as the only receiver on his side of the formation. "He runs the routes so well. He can run all the wide receiver routes," Turner said. "It's something that we want to incorporate." 

Gates certainly has the talent and physical attributes necessary to pull that off. Needless to say, we're all for anything that makes an already extremely productive player even more so. Gates led the Chargers in receptions, yards and touchdown receptions last season and there is no reason he shouldn't do it once again. 

Meanwhile, as the Xchange notes, No 2 man Brandon Manumaleuna's biggest role is as a blocker, but teams can't go to sleep on him as he slipped out of early blocks to catch three touchdown passes last year. 
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Place-kicker:  Nate Kaeding comes off a Pro-Bowl season -- and his best season as a pro. Not that the previous two were all that bad. Over the course of his three years in the league, Kaeding has only missed 11 field goals -- with only three misses in each of the last two years. Accuracy is a good thing. So is leg strength. Kaeding has us covered there, too. In fact, he drilled a 60-yard field goal before an estimated 12,000 fans at Qualcomm Stadium during a practice session last summer. There was some wind at his back, but not much." 

The ability to go long is a positive. So is playing alongside Tomlinson and a prolific Chargers offense -- a major factor in his 121-point per-year scoring average. It also makes him a very viable Fantasy kicker. 
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San Francisco 49ers 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The 49ers promoted Jim Hostler from quarterbacks coach to offensive coordinator in February, making him the fifth coach to hold that job in five seasons. Head coach Mike Nolan chose Hostler to replace Norv Turner after interviewing each of the five offensive assistants Turner left behind. ... Turner led a turnaround for a club that fielded one of the worst offenses in NFL history in 2005. Hostler intends to keep the same offense and power structure in place next season, hoping to build on those improvements. We believe the offense will continue to progress thanks in large part to the continuity that comes with Hostler's promotion. In addition to keeping the terminology Turner installed last season in place, Hostler plans to add some of the ball-control elements of the West Coast offense, which Alex Smith learned as a rookie under Mike McCarthy. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Frank Gore; will be held out of at least 3 pre-season games with broken hand suffered 7/30; still able to practice.
WR Arnaz Battle; practicing, but has been limited by a sore knee.
WR Darrell Jackson; coming off toe injury that limited him all offseason; now working without limitation.
WR Ashley Lelie; practicing without limitation after nagging leg injuries slowed him all offseason. 


Quarterback:  Alex Smith became the first player in 49ers history to take every snap at QB for an entire season. He also improved notably in his second year as a pro -- and his first under coordinator Norv Turner. But what happens now that Turner is gone? Smith believes the promotion of Jim Hostler to coordinator also will ease the transition. 

Smith and Hostler, the former QB coach, have been together the past two years. They worked closely to learn Turner's system last offseason. "We speak the same language," Smith said of Hostler. Smith believes that continuity is vital to the team's success. Smith spent most of the off-season working on third downs and red zone. Those are areas the team believes it must improve in order to make a playoff run. 

An injection of talent at wideout could help, too. 

The off-season arrivals of Darrell Jackson and Ashley Lelie -- along with a healthy, more experienced Vernon Davis, means Smith will benefit from working with the most talented group of receivers he's had since arriving in San Francisco. 

Smith played every snap last season, so veteran backup Trent Dilfer never got into a game. Still, as the Sports Xchange recently noted, Dilfer proved to be a valuable asset for Smith by mentoring the younger man. 
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Running Back:  It's not hard to figure out why the Niners inked Frank Gore to a four-year contract extension this offseason -- a deal with guarantees of nearly $14 million. Gore emerged as the team's most dangerous offensive weapon last season. He overcame fumble problems early in the year to rebound with consistency. He also became a favorite of head coach Mike Nolan. 

Now, Gore is hoping less weight will mean more yardage and more touchdowns. He plans to play next season at 210 pounds, about five pounds lighter than last year. "I think I can probably finish my runs better at that weight." 

According to the Elias Sports Bureau, Gore led the NFL with 15 runs of 20 yards or more last season and his 5.4-yard average ranked seventh in history among backs with at least 300 carries. But Gore believes he can do better. ... We say more power to him. 

And the broken hand he suffered on Jul. 30? 

Although not a big deal as far as injuries go, it's likely to keep Gore out of the 49ers' first three exhibition games. "I'd like to see him at least in the last week," Nolan said. "I don't want to downgrade the importance of the preseason. It's important. It's to get your timing down. You have to get the feel of things." 

If Gore is able to take part in practices -- even on a limited basis, the notion of missing out on pre-season games isn't all that worrisome. In fact, some might suggest it's a great way to avoid more serious injury in meaningless exhibition play. ... It also gives coaches a chance to see how second-year man Michael Robinson is progressing. 

Are we trying to tell you that Gore's injury is actually good news? No. Just that it could be a lot worse. 

According to those who follow the team closely, Robinson could be in line for more carries this fall anyhow. Although Maurice Hicks would be more likely to take over as the primary back if something happens to Gore, Robinson, a converted college quarterback, was given a brief shot at goal-line and short-yardage work last year as a rookie. With some improvement, he should get another chance this year. 

According to the San Jose Mercury News, Robinson has worked on running lower and getting a better sense of how to read his blocking. He is a quick, explosive runner with a tremendous work ethic and natural leadership abilities. ... He's definitely worth watching. If he shows signs of progress this summer, Robinson could contribute this fall. 

Rookie Thomas Clayton is also in the mix, but he faces an uphill battle to make the roster. Moran Norris, who proved to be an effective lead blocker for Gore last season, returns to start at fullback. 
[image: image165.png]



Wide Receiver:  Although Arnaz Battle and newcomer Darrell Jackson were both initially penciled in at the flanker position, they are now expected to emerge as the team's top two wideouts after Jackson opened training camp working at split end opposite Battle. 

The Seahawks sent Jackson to the 49ers in exchange for a fourth-round pick, the 124th overall, in April's draft. Jackson had been Matt Hasselbeck's main target for the past several years but he has been upset for the past three seasons about his contract in Seattle. The 49ers had been looking for a starting receiver since the release of Antonio Bryant. Though the Niners lost Turner, they appear to have -- in Smith, Gore, Vernon Davis, Battle, Lelie and now Jackson -- the makings of an explosive offense. 

As coach Nolan put it: "Darrell is a productive receiver with experience in our division, which I think is a plus." That's a bit of an understatement. In 96 games, including 89 starts, Jackson, a third-round selection in 2000 out of Florida, has 441 receptions for 6,445 yards (14.6-yard average) and 47 touchdowns. 

Although he was limited throughout the offseason by the same toe injury that sidelined him late last season, Jackson was on the field for the opening of training camp. 

Battle, meanwhile, is a known commodity; he also happens to be a favorite of Nolan. 

Why? After breaking his hand on Nov. 12, Battle underwent surgery Nov. 21 to insert two small screws into his hand. He still played the next game at St. Louis. The former Notre Dame standout previously played through a painful knee injury. "The maturity of. ... Arnaz Battle is evident," the coach said. 

Although SI.com's Peter King worries that Lelie won't be tough enough to suit Nolan, the 49ers jumped in front of a handful of teams -- including Houston, Minnesota and Atlanta -- when they signed the veteran wideout to two-year deal. Lelie is known as a deep threat because of his speed. He has a career average of 17.5 yards per catch, although his overall production has fallen short of expectations. 

Lelie was originally a first-round pick of the Broncos in 2002 and was traded to the Falcons last year after asking out of Denver. His best season came in 2004, when he hauled in 54 receptions for 1,084 yards and seven touchdowns. Last year, Lelie was limited to just one touchdown as part of a Falcons offense that rarely went deep. ... 

If Lelie, who has battled a nagging leg injury since his arrival in San Francisco, comes up short, rookie Jason Hill will be among those looking to move into the rotation. According to the Xchange, Brandon Williams has shown good things in the offseason. Veteran Bryan Gilmore was the No. 3 last year, but he'll have a major challenge to earn playing time. 
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Tight End:  Under Hostler, Davis can expect to be on the field all the time lined up in any number of places. Next to the tackle; split wide; in the backfield; in motion. ... Davis hopes the end result is more touches. "You've got a guy that's a 250-pounder and runs like a receiver," he said. "You've got to find a way to get him the ball. Am I right or wrong?" 

Of course he's right. 

All that said, Davis, who missed six games with a broken leg as a rookie last year, will have to stay healthy for all 16 games in order to establish himself in a featured role. But last year's strong finish might -- he pulled in 13 of his 20 receptions and two of his three touchdowns in the final four games -- might be a good indication of what Davis can do. It was certainly enough for the Niners to allow veteran Eric Johnson to move on via free agency. 

As for depth. ... The Xchange notes that Delanie Walker is an intriguing talent who saw limited action as a rookie due to a shoulder injury. Billy Bajema is a blocking specialist. 
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Place-kicker:  Joe Nedney got off to a slow start last season but turned it around to connect on 29 of 35 field-goal attempts, including the game-winner in OT against the Broncos in the regular-season finale. In fact, Nedney made four field goals and two PATs against Denver (his second four-field goal game of the season) -- pushing his season total to 116 points, which is the second best total of his career. His highest scoring season came in 2000 with Carolina, when he produced 126 total points. 

It's worth noting that Nedney closed out the season by connecting on 11 consecutive field goals and appeared in all 16 games for the first time since 2002. The biggest drawback? He only had 29 PAT attempts. 

Assuming San Francisco's offense improves as expected, Nedney's strong leg and the coaching staff's confidence in his abilities will make him a legitimate Fantasy starter. 
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Seattle Seahawks 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: With both Matt Hasselbeck and Shaun Alexander coming off disappointing, injury-marred 2006 seasons, Fantasy owners might want to watch their progress carefully this summer to see if they don't demonstrate the form that made them top-10 (Hasselbeck) and top-2 (Alexander) prospects this time last year. That said, some of the changes in Seattle -- most notably the off-season departures of Darrell Jackson and Jerramy Stevens -- could impact the passing attack. 

HEALTH WATCH
QB Matt Hasselbeck; fully recovered from shoulder surgery; practicing without restriction.
RB Shaun Alexander; fully recovered from broken foot; practicing without restriction.
WR Courtney Taylor; expected to miss 4 weeks due to knee injury suffered 8/4.
TE Bennie Joppru; out indefinitely with bruised hip/pulled thigh suffered 8/4. 


Quarterback:  Matt Hasselbeck took a step backward during a 2007 season marked by injuries, personnel changes and dropped passes. His protection wasn't nearly as good and Hasselbeck had a hard time handling the additional challenges. His season seemed to be gaining momentum when a sprained right knee sidelined him for four games. Hasselbeck came back, only to break bones in his non-throwing hand. He took 34 sacks in a dozen games, 10 more than he took in a full 2005 season and needed off-season surgery to repair a torn labrum in his left (non-throwing) shoulder. 

While his recovery from that procedure has progressed as expected, Hasselbeck must overcome the off-season departures of Darrell Jackson and Jerramy Stevens. The good news? Hasselbeck's command of Mike Holmgren's offense and a still very solid supporting cast should allow for a strong rebound this fall. 

Meanwhile, Hasselbeck's injuries resulted in Seneca Wallace gaining his most extensive NFL experience and the Seahawks managed to go 2-2 with him as a starter. 
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Running Back:  After injuring his left foot in last year's opener, Shaun Alexander played two more games before team doctors discovered a cracked bone. The injury sidelined him for six games and kept him from posting his customary totals. Despite the off year, we're not ready to bail on Alexander just yet. We'll remind you he played increasingly well upon his return from the injury and finished the season as the team's most effective offensive weapon. 

Although Alexander caused a bit of an uproar with a joking response to a question about the foot in April, the injury is healed and he's said to be leaner than usual, perhaps because he stayed in the Seattle area and participated in the team's off-season program instead of his own. 

We're looking for a healthy Alexander -- with a more-cohesive offensive line -- to return to elite form this year. 

With all due respect to players like Maurice Morris and San Diego's Michael Turner, success in the NFL is first and foremost a function of opportunity. And the reality for both men is that opportunities behind two of the league's most productive starters are few and far between. But last season, with Alexander missing six games to injury, Morris got his shot. Unfortunately, he wasn't especially impressive. 

Morris totaled 184 yards rushing in his first four starts. He picked up the pace noticeably in his final two starts -- a pair of 100-yard outings, but he failed to score a single touchdown. 

As a result, Alexander owners that handcuffed Morris on draft day -- and those who leapt on him when Alexander went down -- had to be a little disappointed. It's worth keeping in mind when trying to decide on handcuffing Alexander this year. 

Veteran fullback Mack Strong returns for another season, but Leonard Weaver, a former college tight end who catches the ball well, could emerge as a legitimate contributor at the position as the season progresses. 
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Wide Receiver:  According to team officials, this fall is Deion Branch's time and he knows it. All involved expect him to make a more consistent and dominant impact after being moved to flanker from split end last season. The Seahawks moved Branch to flanker because it means he's usually a yard-and-a-half off the line of scrimmage and it gives him more room to utilize his quickness coming off the ball without getting jammed. ... 

Meanwhile, Branch is excited about having a full offseason with the team as opposed to coming in a trade from New England after the 2006 NFL season had already begun. It limited him to 13 starts, but he still managed to haul in 53 passes for 725 yards as he learned on the fly. 

Branch and the Seahawks are obviously expecting more this year. A full offseason and training camp spent working with Hasselbeck should certainly help the cause. 

With Branch moving into to fill the flanker spot vacated by Jackson, D.J. Hackett becomes the odds-on favorite to line up as the starter at the split end position Branch played last season. "D.J. took great strides last year as a role player, and did some fine things," Holmgren said of Hackett. 

That said, Hackett will have to fend off whatever challenge Nate Burleson can mount this summer. "It should be real healthy," Holmgren said of the competition. "You have Hackett, you have Nate there. ... One of those guys is going to start. Right now it is up in the air. We will just let them go at it and see who emerges. ..." 

Based on their respective efforts last season, Burleson will have to pick up the pace considerably to beat Hackett out. We don't think the former Vikings can pull it off. 

Regardless of the training camp battle between Hackett and Burleson for the starting assignment, veteran Bobby Engram will continue to serve as the team's No. 3 receiver. Engram, who was sidelined by a thyroid problem much of last season, gives Hasselbeck another very reliable possession receiver. 
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Tight End:  With a dearth of starting experience, the Seahawks added former Colt and Lion standout Marcus Pollard to the mix at tight end in March. The addition certainly addressed the experience issue; Pollard has 125 starts in 177 regular-season games, catching 321 passes for 4,007 yards and 38 touchdowns. He joins a group featuring Will Heller, Bennie Joppru and Leonard Stephens. 

Former starter Stevens was allowed to move on as a free agent. 

Asked about Itula Mili and Stevens sometimes catching 40-some balls when the offense was rolling, Holmgren said he thought Pollard should catch even more passes if he stays healthy. Holmgren noted that in past years the team was rotating tight ends, and that Pollard would be more of a primary receiving tight end, with a chance to catch 50-plus balls. 

Seems like a bit of a reach, but the coach's stance is certainly worth noting. 
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Place-kicker:  Per the Seattle Times, "The Seahawks will have Mr. Clutch for at least another year and likely longer. ..." The Seahawks effectively kept Josh Brown off the free-agent market in February when they gave him the franchise tag (he signed the offer in April). The next step for the Seahawks is to work out a long-term contract with Brown. 

They would certainly be wise to keep him. 

Brown has made six game-winning field goals over the past two seasons, four of those in 2006 in the final minute of games to tie a season NFL record. He currently ranks fifth on the team's all-time scoring list with 444 points. He is second in percentage of kicks made from 50 or more yards, 58.8 (10 of 17). We'd say the team's confidence in Brown is well placed. Yours would be, too. 
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Tampa Bay Buccaneers 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: With Jeff Garcia locked in at quarterback, Carnell "Cadillac" Williams at halfback and Joey Galloway as the top receiving threat, the biggest questions this summer seem to be whether Chris Simms can make the final roster and who starts at wideout opposite Galloway. According to the Sports Xchange, Maurice Stovall is already working with the No. 1 offense and has a chance to stay there if he can hold off Michael Clayton and David Boston, who reportedly looks better after taking another year off to rehab his knee. 

HEALTH WATCH
QB Chris Simms; working with a sore left (throwing) elbow; practicing but struggling. 


Quarterback:  According to the St. Petersburg Times, head coach Jon Gruden all but anointed free agent pickup Jeff Garcia the Bucs' starting quarterback while addressing a Chamber of Commerce breakfast in June. "There's not a lot of controversy in my eyes right now," Gruden said. "If you want to catch up to Jeff Garcia, our young quarterbacks have some work to do. Garcia has done a great job from day one, since he's been here. ... "He understands the position, he's moved offenses wherever he's been, and right now Garcia has a big lead, to me, on the quarterback position. He brings a lot of juice and enthusiasm to our offensive team." 

According to NFL Network insider Adam Schefter, those around the organization are surprised at how quickly Garcia has picked up the offense. It's partly due to the time that Garcia has been spending at the team's training facility, partly due to the overtime hours that Garcia spent studying at home, and mostly due to the fact that the quarterback has proven he is a quick learner. 

Chris Simms suffered a season-ending ruptured spleen in Week 3. But he also struggled mightily before going down. Simms threw one touchdown and seven interceptions while going 0-3. The Bucs thought he would be further along in his development based on a 6-5 mark in 2005. So, even though they signed Simms to a two-year deal, preventing him from entering free agency, the Bucs still added Garcia. If that wasn't enough, the Bucs also traded for Jake Plummer, although "The Snake" has apparently retired. 

Now, with Simms struggling with his throwing mechanics early in camp, Luke McCown and second-year man Bruce Gradkowski were getting most of the reps behind Garcia. 
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Running Back:  Can you say sophomore slump? Carnell "Cadillac" Williams struggled in his second season after winning Rookie of the Year in 2005. He was often impatient, trying to force the big play. He also missed the final two games with a foot injury. The good news? The foot didn't require surgery and the Buccaneers didn't add a halfback on draft day -- a widely-discussed possibility prior to the draft. Better still, the foot is said to be fine now. 

All in all, Williams is a solid talent. As the Tampa Tribune recently noted, he has good burst through the hole, the ability to make tacklers miss and he is an improving receiver. But until he makes it through a full season without missing at least a game or two because of injury, it's going to be hard for Fantasy owners to count on him as their lead back. 

Michael Pittman proved to be a valuable, if seldom-used backup. He rushed for 85 yards and a touchdown in one of his two starts. But Pittman isn't the only option. In fact, the Tampa Tribune recently advised readers that an interesting battle to watch come training camp will be the one for the backup running back spot featuring Pittman and rookie Kenneth Darby. 

Darby, a seventh-round pick out of Alabama, doesn't figure to challenge Williams for playing time as the starter, but he has the tools to take snaps away from Pittman on third down. "He's an outstanding receiver," Gruden said of Darby. "He's a very instinctive runner, and I think when the pads are put on you're going to find a guy who knows how to play. ..." 

We suspect Darby will have a hard time beating him out, but Pittman is 32 and he won't play forever. 

Mike Alstott is returning to the Tampa Bay Buccaneers for a 12th season. The six-time Pro Bowl fullback, who considered retirement after each of the past two seasons, signed a one-year contract early in March. Alstott is the Bucs' career touchdown leader with 71 and is second on the club's all-time rushing list with 5,088 yards but his role in the offense has diminished the past five seasons and decreased noticeably the last two seasons. Former Jet B.J. Askew is likely to cut further into Alstott's snaps this year. 
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Wide Receiver:  Despite his advancing years, Joey Galloway continues to produce. In addition to posting back-to-back 1,000-yard receiving season, he pulled in seven touchdowns. It could have been more. As the Sports Xchange noted, the team's inexperienced QBs probably missed him a dozen other times. The lack of consistency under center explains the inconsistency in Galloway's week-to-week performances. He finished the year with four 100-yard games -- with two of them coming in the first month of the season; the other two in the final three games. He had six games in which he was held to 50 yards or less. Two of those were shutouts. 

Still, Tampa Bay's quarterback situation will improve this year with Garcia as the starter. That being the case, Galloway, who has averaged a touchdown every 8.6 receptions as a pro, is still among the league's most explosive scoring threats. 

Meanwhile, the Times reports that Michael Clayton isn't ready to concede his starting job to the up-and-coming Maurice Stovall. But even Clayton, the embattled fourth-year player in the midst of a fierce battle for No. 2 receiver, can no longer ignore that Stovall has an important role on this team. 

In fact, Clayton envisions himself and Stovall having roles with the first-team offense that will be determined by game situations. Clayton is regarded for his toughness. Meanwhile the 6-foot-5, 220-pound Stovall, also considered a physical player, can create huge mismatches against smaller defensive backs. 

Ike Hilliard and David Boston seem likely to make the roster this year, but their chances of making significant contributions are slim. 
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Tight End:  The Buccaneers got 55 receptions for 381 yards and four touchdowns out of the tight end spot last year and even though he suffered from a bit of a sophomore slump, 35 of those catches and three of the four scores belonged to Alex Smith, the second-year man out of Stanford. 

The Buccaneers have used extensive 2-TE sets over the past two seasons, putting Smith on the field with veteran Anthony Becht, a strong blocker. The team made a trade just before the 2006 season to bring in former Raider and Jet Doug Jolley, but Jolley played sparingly and finished the season with just one reception for seven yards. 

This year, they added Jerramy Stevens, Seattle's first-round pick in 2002, to the mix. Stevens could give the Bucs a lethal two-TE combination, combining with Smith. Bucs officials are hopeful that Stevens' lengthy list of off-field issues are behind him. 
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Place-kicker:  A steady, strong-legged kicker who excelled in his first season in Tampa Bay in 2005, Matt Bryant wasn't as effective in his second season as a Buc. In fact, he comes of an otherwise mundane season that was made quite memorable thanks to a game-winning, 62-yarder on the final play against the Eagles. It was the second-longest game-winning field goal in the 87-year history of the NFL. 

Unfortunately, one kick does not translate to high-end Fantasy success and Bryant's Fantasy prospects were hogtied by a less-than-impressive offensive showing. 

Can the Bucs improve on last year's lackluster effort? The pieces are in place -- at least in terms of skill players. But it remains to be seen if Gruden can find the right mix of talent, experience and desire to be effective. And that relegates Bryant, 62-yarder notwithstanding, to serve as a likely free-agent pickup and bye-week filler. 
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Tennessee Titans 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: Although many point to the loss of his most productive receivers last season -- Drew Bennett and Bobby Wade (via free agency) -- as reasons to be worried about Vince Young's second season as a pro, at least one interested (and eminently qualified) observer is looking elsewhere. Former Titans quarterback Steve McNair, who knows firsthand about life as a rising star NFL quarterback without a lot of weapons to work with, believes the key to Young's second year won't be as much his receivers as it will be the emergence of a reliable replacement for another loss: Running back Travis Henry. McNair lacked quality receivers much of his career but had Eddie George at running back for seven seasons starting in 1997. "Whoever is back there, they've got to have a good running game," McNair told the Nashville Tennessean. ... LenDale White, Chris Brown and rookie Chris Henry are competing for reps this summer. The good news? One of them gets to run behind an offensive line that's widely regarded as the team's strongest unit. 

HEALTH WATCH
WR Justin Gage; currently bothered by sore toe; missed 4 straight practices last week.
TE Ben Troupe; fully recovered from broken foot suffered last year; working without restriction.
WR David Givens; opened camp on PUP; hopes to return from knee injury (that sidelined him last season) by midseason this year. 


Quarterback:  The third overall pick last year, Vince Young overwhelmed one of the strongest incoming classes in NFL history to earn Rookie of the Year honors. He received 23 votes from a nationwide panel of 50 sports writers and broadcasters who cover the league. That easily beat Marques Colston and Maurice Jones-Drew, who had nine apiece; Marcus McNeill (6); and Reggie Bush (3). ... 

The big question mark now is whether Young can make the second-year leap expected of most rookies. 

If he does, it will be with an unspectacular supporting cast. Fortunately, offensive coordinator Norm Chow seemed to gain a solid understanding of Young's strength as the year moved on. The focus this offseason has been on improving Young's completion percentage and reading of defenses. Meanwhile, his ability to freelance and turn mistakes into big plays will continue to serve him well until the other aspects of his game come around. 

Tim Rattay was added to the roster in May and he could give Tennessee the option of keeping three QBs on their roster. The Titans only carried two quarterbacks on the roster in 2006 with veteran Kerry Collins backing up Young. Collins re-signed with the Titans this offseason. 
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Running Back:  As the Sports Xchange recently asked, "Will the Titans waste the efforts of a very good offensive line by not having a proven feature back, or will the line help turn LenDale White, Chris Brown or Chris Henry into a capable replacement for Travis Henry, the back that helped forge a bond on offense last season?" 

Given the questions surrounding the three men involved, that's a hard question to answer. 

Although White vehemently denied off-season reports suggesting he tipped the scales at over 260 pounds, those reports lent further credence to concerns about conditioning that many believe contributed to the former USC back slipping to the second round of the 2006 NFL draft. It's worth noting that head coach Jeff Fisher laid out his expectations to White at the end of last season, including weight requirements. 

For the record, White claimed to reach his specified playing weight of 240 pounds on Aug. 2. 

The weight issue not only explains Fisher's reluctance to proclaim White as his starter, it would also go a long way towards explaining the team's decision to re-sign Brown in late June. 

As the very least, Brown's return has to hint at some degree of concern about White's and/or Henry's ability to handle a featured role this fall. Fisher and Titans management certainly know what they have in Brown. In 42 games, including 28 starts, the former third-round draft pick has carried 541 times for 2,295 yards and 11 touchdowns. Brown rushed for a career-best 1,067 yards in just 11 appearances in 2004. 

The Titans have been criticized in the past for trying to tap too much potential in players like Henry, their second-round pick in April's draft who had four of his six starts in his final four games at the University of Arizona. Still, he showed off the 4.4-second speed he achieved in the 40-yard dash at the scouting combine in passing drills during his first workout as a Titan and Fisher is reportedly the man who behind his selection. 

So, how does it play out? 

Addressing the Titans' backfield competition in an article published on Jul. 29, the Nashville Tennessean predicted that White will win the starting job while Brown serves as the third-down back. Henry is athletic but might lack the polish to make an immediate contribution. 

At fullback, Ahmad Hall showed surprising speed on the few touches he got as a rookie last season. He definitely demonstrated an ability to catch the ball and do something with it and the Titans are looking for more ways to utilize him. 
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Wide Receiver:  Brandon Jones was presumed to be the lead guy in an unspectacular group throughout the offseason. But according to the Xchange, it appeared that Roydell Williams, Courtney Roby and even Justin Gage outplayed him at times during spring workouts. 

Williams and Roby reportedly got off to good starts in training camp while Jones finally picked up the pace after an inconsistent offseason. A year removed from ACL repair, Jones has the ability to get behind defenders, make an out-of-frame catch and run away from defenders with the ball in his hands. 

Still, the team went out and signed veteran Eric Moulds right before the start of training camp. 

Jones and Williams project to be the starters, but with David Givens still recovering from a torn ACL, Moulds can help a receiving corps. It remains to be seen what kind of role Moulds might earn, but he clearly has a good chance of breaking into the rotation. 

According to the Tennessean, Moulds resembles tight end Ben Troupe more than some of the team's other receivers -- he's big and sturdy. The same report also suggested he looks like the team's best receiver. 

Moulds doesn't have blazing speed, but he catches the ball with authority and is fitting in nicely. The signing of Moulds didn't do Gage any favors. The free agent from the Bears has seen fewer reps and isn't standing out like he did in later mini-camps. 

It's worth noting the team drafted three wideouts -- Paul Williams, Chris Davis and Joel Filani -- will have plenty of room to contribute but it's far too early to say if they can take advantage. 

Givens' future remains uncertain; some observers question whether he'll return this season. 

While some observers wonder if any of the wideouts on Tennessee's roster are true No. 1 material, those looking to paint a rosier picture would suggest the opportunity for somebody to seize that role could make for a more competitive situation and perhaps even more production as a group than expected. 
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Tight End:  Coming off a productive rookie season, Bo Scaife was relied on heavily after Erron Kinney and Troupe were placed on injured reserve. As the Xchange suggested, Scaife doesn't look the part, but he has a knack for clutch plays. Working in his favor is the fact Scaife played with Vince Young at Texas, so there is a lot of chemistry between them, though Scaife never became a clear-cut go-to guy. 

The Titans are counting on a long list of players to show significant improvement this fall in order for the team to be competitive. Few would argue that Troupe is a headliner among the group. "With the ball in Ben's hands, he's a great playmaker," tight end coach John Zernhelt said. "Because of that we have great expectations for him." 

Troupe was slow to catch on as a rookie in 2004, but he came on strong with 55 catches for 530 yards and four touchdowns in 2005. As a result, expectations were high last season. But Troupe struggled. In 10 games he managed only 13 receptions for 150 yards and two scores. He missed the last six games with a fractured right foot. 

According to the Tennessean, Ben Hartsock and Cooper Wallace should handle the bulk of blocking duties as the on-the-line tight ends. If they can, Troupe and Scaife will be freed up to focus more on contributing to the passing attack. 
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Place-kicker:  Rob Bironas converted 22 of 28 field goals last season, including several game winners. One was a 60-yarder against the Colts. But as the Tennessean noted, Bironas also misfired on some close range kicks, and his mission this offseason has been figuring out why. There are clues. ... Every one of Bironas' misses in 2006 went wide right, an indication than he either wasn't getting his leg all the way through the ball or he was dipping his shoulder bit. 

The Tennessean added, however, that Bironas has watched film this offseason in an effort to identify the problem and correct it. He better hope that's the case with strong-legged youngster John Vaughn on board as training-camp competition. 

And Fisher called the situation very competitive. 

"Very impressed with what John's been able to do with his leg strength and his accuracy," Fisher said. "We haven't had this as long as I can remember. We've had two guys who can consistently put the ball through the uprights from way out. ... It's going to be interesting to see how it unfolds." 

That being the case, we recommend anybody interested in drafting Tennessee's kicker -- perhaps assuming the offense will progress in Young's second season -- wait until a clear-cut winner has been announced. 
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Washington Redskins 

Current News Updates
INITIAL ISSUES OF INTEREST: The health of starting running back Clinton Portis is the biggest issue heading into pre-season play. ... Head coach Joe Gibbs said that a recent MRI exam of Portis' right knee showed only the previously diagnosed tendinitis, and that he could have played Saturday had the Redskins been involved in a regular season game rather than scrimmaging with Baltimore. ... Portis will continue to focus on strengthening and conditioning his knee this week -- there is no set timetable for his return to full practice -- but Gibbs said he feels good about Portis' progress. Gibbs said that both team doctor Ray Thal and noted orthopedic surgeon James Andrews read Portis' MRI exam and came to the same conclusion. Gibbs said Portis will be monitored daily, and did not entirely rule him out of participating in Saturday's preseason opener at Tennessee. "We'd like to get that taken care of now," Gibbs said of the tendinitis. ... Fantasy owners won't argue with that approach. 

HEALTH WATCH
RB Clinton Portis; resting sore knee; said to be fully recovered from last year's hand and shoulder surgeries.
WR Santana Moss; limited by lingering groin/hip problems; still able to practice.
WR Mike Espy; practicing, but limited by sore knee.
TE Tyler Ecker; day-to-day with groin injury suffered on 7/28.
QB Mark Brunell; recovering from shoulder surgery; throwing without restrictions. 


Quarterback:  After spending four hours daily this offseason studying at Redskins headquarters, team officials claim Jason Campbell looks like a different player heading into training camp. "You can definitely see it," one observer recently explained. "He's like a totally different quarterback. The receivers have been like, 'Wow.'" 

According to NFL Network insider Adam Schefter, much of the credit belongs to coordinator Al Saunders and position coach Bill Lazor. But Campbell also has recognized the Redskins need him to step up in a way that Patrick Ramsey and Mark Brunell didn't. With a strong arm and great mobility for a player of his size, 

Campbell has the physical attributes necessary to excel. As long as he continues to push as hard to improve the mental aspects of his game as he did over the offseason, Campbell could emerge as a legitimate Fantasy backup -- and perhaps more -- this year. 

Brunell, who resurrected his career in 2005 after a dreadful 2004 season, set an NFL record with 22 straight completions in Week 3 of 2006, but might have started his final game seven weeks later. He'll be 37 this fall, is coming off shoulder surgery and is unlikely to see time again unless Campbell gets hurt. 
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Running Back:  The problems began early last year; first Clinton Portis suffered a shoulder injury in the pre-season opener, an injury that lingered and sidelined him Week 2. In Week 7, he suffered an ankle injury. Then, in Week 10, it was a fractured hand. He underwent surgery on the hand and was placed on injured reserve the next week. He underwent surgery to repair the shoulder in December. In May, team officials revealed that Portis has developed tendonitis in his knee -- a condition that continued to limit him early in training camp. It's not considered serious, but it's another issue -- albeit not the biggest he faces. 

Head coach Joe Gibbs has said that while he expects Portis to remain the starter, carries will be divided more evenly between Portis and Ladell Betts, who came on strong in Portis' absence. It's safe to say the offense will be adjusted to make greater use of both men -- and that's bad news for Portis fans. 

Portis, who set a franchise record with 1,516 yards in 2005, is quick and shifty. Betts, who set a team six-game record with 770 yards during his final six starts, runs with more power. 

The one negative for Betts: He had six fumbles last season, losing three. All three proved to be pivotal plays. We'll stress again, those three lost fumbles were the only negative in an otherwise stellar season -- an effort that earned him a new contract and what's all but certain to be a significant, continuing role. 

As the Sports Xchange recently noted, starting fullback Mike Sellers is quite nimble for a 278-pound man and scored eight touchdowns on 13 touches while a tight end in 2005. 
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Wide Receiver:  Santana Moss, in his second year in Washington, enjoyed a solid season in 2007, despite struggling through a hamstring injury that forced him to miss two games. With his speed and shiftiness, Moss remains the Redskins' primary deep threat and he's clearly established himself as the team's most explosive offensive weapon. In his two seasons in Washington, he has caught 139 passes for 2,273 yards and 15 touchdowns. He is a speedy, aggressive player known to produce big plays. Moss played for the New York Jets for four seasons and accumulated 151 receptions for 2,416 yards and 19 touchdowns. 

If Moss can stay healthy this year, he -- and Fantasy owners -- should benefit from what by all accounts has been Campbell's remarkable progress this offseason. "We're light years ahead of where we were last year with Jason," Moss said of the young signal caller. 

Unfortunately, there is some concern about lingering groin/hip problems and his workload has been curtailed a bit early in camp. Those interested will want to watch his progress closely this summer before making their draft-day commitment. 

After a disappointing debut season in Washington, Brandon Lloyd opened camp as the No. 3 receiver instead of No. 2, having fallen behind Antwaan Randle El on the depth chart. 

Lloyd gave a politically correct answer when asked about his demotion to No. 3 receiver. He said the team runs many plays that use three wide receivers, so he'll often be on the field at the start of the game. "I'm going to get my share of passes," Lloyd said. "And whatever I need to do to help the team, I'll do it. ..." For Lloyd, who reported to camp in better shape this year than he did last summer, attitude will be a factor. 

Randle El had only 32 catches with three touchdowns, but more opportunities could lead to greater production. 
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Tight End:  Although his totals dipped a bit following an outstanding 2005 season, Chris Cooley still performed quite well in 2006, leading the Redskins in both receptions and touchdown catches. He also finished just 56 yards behind Moss for the lead in that category. 

The major issue last season seemed to be a slow start as coaches focused more on the wideouts. His season took a turn for the better when Campbell moved into the starting lineup. As he and Campbell continue to develop better chemistry, Cooley seems likely to become an even bigger weapon -- especially with Moss serving as the only consistent threat at wideout. 

Saunders has placed great faith in Cooley, whom he compares to Chiefs tight end Tony Gonzalez. 

"Chris has an ability to carry the football up the field and an excellent ability to run routes," Saunders said as camp opened. "He is a much better route runner than he was at this time last year. I expect Chris Cooley to be one of the dominant forces in what we do offensively because of what he has demonstrated on the field." 

Given all that, look for Saunders and the aggressive Campbell, who isn't afraid to take chances when he sees openings, to work hard at getting Cooley more involved in the downfield passing attack much earlier this season. 

Todd Yoder, Tyler Ecker and former Cardinal Eric Edwards provide depth behind Cooley; none are threats to cut into his touches. 
[image: image191.png]



Place-kicker:  The Redskins released John Hall in March and his departure leaves the Redskins with just one place-kicker on the roster: Second-year man Shaun Suisham. For those struggling to keep up, Suisham replaced Nick Novak last December. Novak was added to the roster last October when Hall was placed on injured reserve. 

Now, Suisham, Washington's 16th kicker in the past decade, looks like he might finally stop that revolving door. After missing a 50-yarder in his Dec. 3 debut, the former 49er and Cowboy went 8-for-8 (albeit with two dome games) including a 52-yarder at St. Louis. Suisham's kickoffs were generally deep as well and he's just 25. 

If he actually sticks with the team, Suisham could benefit from what we believe will be an improved offense. Enough to make him a Fantasy prospect? Well. ... Let's not get ahead of ourselves. 
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Hasselbeck, SEA
Leinart, ARI
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Young, TEN
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Rivers, SDG
Roethlisberger, PIT
Manning, NYG
Smith, SFO
Pennington, NYJ
Green, MIA
Grossman, CHI
Delhomme, CAR
Campbell, WAS
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Schaub, HOU
McNair, BAL
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Croyle, KAN
Jackson, MIN
Russell, OAK
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TIGHT ENDS
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Gates, SDG
Heap, BAL
Gonzalez, KAN
Crumpler, ATL
Shockey, NYG
Cooley, WAS
Smith, PHI
Winslow, CLE
Davis, SFO
Watson, NWE
Witten, DAL
McMichael, STL
Clark, IND
Johnson, NOR
Scheffler, DEN
Clark, CHI
Scaife, TEN
Daniels, HOU
Miller, PIT
Lewis, JAC
Martin, MIA
Baker, NYJ
Shiancoe, MIN
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Pollard, SEA
Olsen, CHI
Smith, TAM
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Tomlinson, SDG
Jackson, STL
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Addai, IND
Henry, DEN
Bush, NOR
Jones-Drew, JAC
Benson, CHI
Lynch, BUF
McGahee, BAL
James, ARI
Brown, MIA
Peterson, MIN
Barber, DAL
McAllister, NOR
Green, HOU
Jones, NYJ
Jacobs, NYG
Portis, WAS
Lewis, CLE
Williams, TAM
Taylor, JAC
Norwood, ATL
Taylor, MIN
Jones, DAL
White, TEN
Jones, DET
Betts, WAS
Jordan, OAK
Williams, CAR
Jackson, GNB
Foster, CAR
Morency, GNB
Brown, TEN
Droughns, NYG
Washington, NYJ
Dunn, ATL
Turner, SDG
Bell, M, DEN
Booker, MIA
Morris, SEA
Rhodes, OAK
Bell, T, DET
Hunt, PHI
Dayne, HOU
Shipp, ARI
Davenport, PIT
Duckett, DET
Robinson, SFO
Faulk, NWE
Thomas, BUF
Morris, NWE
Irons, CIN
Griffith, OAK
Henry, TEN
Pittman, TAM
Holmes, KAN
Wolfe, CHI
Dorsey, IND
Smith, BAL
Herron, GNB
Leonard, STL
Peterson, CHI
Alstott, TAM
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Harrison, IND 
Smith, CAR 
Owens, DAL 
Holt, STL 
Wayne, IND 
Johnson, CIN 
Driver, GNB 
Evans, BUF 
Colston, NOR 
Walker, DEN 
Williams, DET 
Houshmandzadeh 
Fitzgerald, ARI 
Burress, NYG 
Johnson, HOU 
Boldin, ARI 
Coles, NYJ 
Jackson, SFO 
Glenn, DAL 
Moss, WAS 
Galloway, TAM 
Johnson, DET 
Jackson, SDG 
Ward, PIT 
Brown, PHI 
Edwards, CLE 
Cotchery, NYJ 
Branch, SEA 
Chambers, MIA 
Bruce, STL 
Clayton, BAL 
Porter, OAK 
Berrian, CHI 
Moss, NWE 
Curtis, PHI 
Marshall, DEN 
Stallworth, NWE 
Furrey, DET 
Kennison, KAN 
Jones, TEN 
Henderson, NOR 
Curry, OAK 
Jones, JAC 
Bennett, STL 
Hackett, SEA 
Holmes, PIT 
Jennings, GNB 
Muhammad, CHI 
Horn, ATL 
Stokley, DEN 
Welker, NWE 
Mason, BAL 
Jarrett, CAR 
Williams, JAC 
Davis, SDG 
Booker, MIA 
Jenkins, ATL 
Toomer, NYG 
Lelie, SFO 
Wade, MIN 
Walter, HOU 
Bowe, KAN 
Moss, NYG 
Copper, NOR 
Williamson, MIN 
Battle, SFO 
Gonzalez, IND 
Johnson, ARI 
Washington, PIT 
Jurevicius, CLE 
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Vinatieri, IND
Gould, CHI
Kaeding, SDG
Graham, CIN
Wilkins, STL
Hanson, DET
Brown, SEA
Nedney, SFO
Stover, BAL
Rackers, ARI
Elam, DEN
Gostkowski, NWE
Mare, NOR
Akers, PHI
Reed, PIT
Kasay, CAR
Tynes, NYG
Scobee, JAC
Rayner, GNB
Nugent, NYJ
Lindell, BUF
Bironas, TEN
Feely, MIA
Cundiff, ATL
Longwell, MIN
Bryant, TAM
Dawson, CLE
Brown, HOU
Janikowski, OAK
Suisham, WAS
Gramatica, DAL
Medlock, KAN

6
9
7
5
9
6
8
6
8
8
6
10
4
5
6
7
9
4
7
10
6
4
9
8
5
10
7
10
5
4
8
8
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DEFENSES

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 

Chicago
Baltimore
New England
San Diego
Denver
Philadelphia
Dallas
Pittsburgh
Miami
San Francisco
Jacksonville
Cincinnati
Seattle
Green Bay
Arizona
New York Jets
Carolina
Minnesota
Buffalo
Detroit
New Orleans
New York Giants
Cleveland
Oakland
Tennessee
St. Louis
Washington
Atlanta
Tampa Bay
Kansas City
Indianapolis
Houston

9
8
10
7
6
5
8
6
9
6
4
5
8
7
8
10
7
5
6
6
4
9
7
5
4
9
4
8
10
8
6
10


	OVERALL

Pos

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 
40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 
46. 
47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52. 
53. 
54. 
55. 
56. 
57. 
58. 
59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 

Tomlinson, SDG
Jackson, STL
Johnson, KAN
Alexander, SEA
Gore, SFO
Parker, PIT
Westbrook, PHI
Manning, IND
Johnson, CIN
Harrison, IND
Maroney, NWE
Smith, CAR
Brees, NOR
Addai, IND
Owens, DAL
Henry, DEN
Bush, NOR
Holt, STL
Jones-Drew, JAC
Wayne, IND
Benson, CHI
Lynch, BUF
Johnson, CIN
Driver, GNB
McGahee, BAL
Evans, BUF
James, ARI
Colston, NOR
Brown, MIA
Peterson, MIN
Barber, DAL
Walker, DEN
Palmer, CIN
Gates, SDG
McAllister, NOR
Green, HOU
Jones, NYJ
Williams, DET
Kitna, DET
Heap, BAL
Houshmandzadeh
Jacobs, NYG
Fitzgerald, ARI
Burress, NYG
Portis, WAS
Bulger, STL
Johnson, HOU
Boldin, ARI
Lewis, CLE
Coles, NYJ
Jackson, SFO
Glenn, DAL
Moss, WAS
Williams, TAM
McNabb, PHI
Galloway, TAM
Johnson, DET
Jackson, SDG
Gonzalez, KAN
Ward, PIT
Taylor, JAC
Norwood, ATL
Taylor, MIN
Brown, PHI
Romo, DAL
Brady, NWE
Edwards, CLE
Cotchery, NYJ
Crumpler, ATL
Hasselbeck, SEA

RB
RB
RB
RB
RB
RB
RB
QB
RB
WR
RB
WR
QB
RB
WR
RB
RB
WR
RB
WR
RB
RB
WR
WR
RB
WR
RB
WR
RB
RB
RB
WR
QB
TE
RB
RB
RB
WR
QB
TE
WR
RB
WR
WR
RB
QB
WR
WR
RB
WR
WR
WR
WR
RB
QB
WR
WR
WR
TE
WR
RB
RB
RB
WR
QB
QB
WR
WR
TE
QB

7
9
8
8
6
6
5
6
5
6
10
7
4
6
8
6
4
9
4
6
9
6
5
7
8
6
8
4
9
5
8
6
5
7
4
10
10
6
6
8
5
9
8
9
4
9
10
8
7
10
6
8
4
10
5
10
6
7
8
6
4
8
5
5
8
10
7
10
8
8
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	QUARTERBACKS

	Bye


	1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 
40. 

	Manning, IND
Brees, NOR
Palmer, CIN
McNabb, PHI
Bulger, STL
Kitna, DET
Hasselbeck, SEA
Brady, NWE
Romo, DAL
Cutler, DEN
Losman, BUF
Manning, NYG
Rivers, SDG
Leinart, ARI
Young, TEN
Favre, GNB
Roethlisberger, PIT
Grossman, CHI
Smith, SFO
Delhomme, CAR
Campbell, WAS
Pennington, NYJ
Garcia, TAM
Green, MIA
Schaub, HOU
McNair, BAL
Leftwich, JAC
Jackson, MIN
Quinn, CLE
Russell, OAK
Harrington, ATL
Croyle, KAN
Huard, KAN
Vick, ATL
Feeley, PHI
Culpepper, OAK
Frye, CLE
Garrard, JAC
Simms, TAM
McCown, OAK

	6
4
5
5
9
6
8
10
8
6
6
9
7
8
4
7
6
9
6
7
4
10
10
9
10
8
4
5
7
5
8
8
8
8
5
5
7
4
10
5
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TIGHT ENDS

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 

Gates, SDG
Heap, BAL
Crumpler, ATL
Gonzalez, KAN
Shockey, NYG
Cooley, WAS
Smith, PHI
Davis, SFO
Winslow, CLE
Watson, NWE
Scheffler, DEN
Clark, IND
McMichael, STL
Clark, CHI
Johnson, NOR
Daniels, HOU
Witten, DAL
Miller, PIT
Scaife, TEN
Baker, NYJ
Lewis, JAC
Martin, MIA
Smith, TAM
Olsen, CHI
Graham, DEN
Shiancoe, MIN
Wrighster, JAC

7
8
8
8
9
4
5
6
7
10
6
6
9
9
4
10
8
6
4
10
4
9
10
9
6
5
4


	RUNNING BACKS

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 
40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 
46. 
47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52. 
53. 
54. 
55. 
56. 
57. 
58. 
59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 

Tomlinson, SDG
Johnson, KAN
Jackson, STL
Parker, PIT
Alexander, SEA
Gore, SFO
Westbrook, PHI
Johnson, CIN
Jones-Drew, JAC
Barber, DAL
Maroney, NWE
Lynch, BUF
Addai, IND
Benson, CHI
Jacobs, NYG
Henry, DEN
Bush, NOR
McAllister, NOR
Peterson, MIN
Portis, WAS
McGahee, BAL
Brown, MIA
James, ARI
Green, HOU
Jones, NYJ
Lewis, CLE
Taylor, JAC
Norwood, ATL
Taylor, MIN
Jones, DET
Jones, DAL
Williams, TAM
Jackson, GNB
Betts, WAS
Jordan, OAK
Morency, GNB
Williams, CAR
Shipp, ARI
Foster, CAR
White, TEN
Bell, M, DEN
Washington, NYJ
Hunt, PHI
Turner, SDG
Droughns, NYG
Booker, MIA
Dunn, ATL
Duckett, DET
Dayne, HOU
Griffith, OAK
Robinson, SFO
Faulk, NWE
Rhodes, OAK
Davenport, PIT
Brown, TEN
Irons, CIN
Bell, T, DET
Thomas, BUF
Dorsey, IND
Henry, TEN
Morris, SEA
Peterson, CHI
Morris, NWE
Wolfe, CHI
Leonard, STL
Herron, GNB
Dillon, NWE
Holmes, KAN
Pittman, TAM
Barlow, PIT

7
8
9
6
8
6
5
5
4
8
10
6
6
9
9
6
4
4
5
4
8
9
8
10
10
7
4
8
5
6
8
10
7
4
5
7
7
8
7
4
6
10
5
7
9
9
8
6
10
5
6
10
5
6
4
5
6
6
6
4
8
9
10
9
9
7
10
8
10
6


	WIDE RECEIVERS

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 
40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 
46. 
47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52. 
53. 
54. 
55. 
56. 
57. 
58. 
59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 

Harrison, IND 
Owens, DAL 
Smith, CAR 
Wayne, IND 
Holt, STL 
Colston, NOR 
Evans, BUF 
Walker, DEN 
Driver, GNB 
Johnson, CIN 
Burress, NYG 
Jackson, SDG 
Jackson, SFO 
Williams, DET 
Houshmandzadeh 
Fitzgerald, ARI 
Brown, PHI 
Galloway, TAM 
Glenn, DAL 
Moss, WAS 
Johnson, DET 
Coles, NYJ 
Boldin, ARI 
Ward, PIT 
Edwards, CLE 
Johnson, HOU 
Berrian, CHI 
Branch, SEA 
Cotchery, NYJ 
Clayton, BAL 
Stallworth, NWE 
Curtis, PHI 
Chambers, MIA 
Jones, TEN 
Henderson, NOR 
Moss, NWE 
Marshall, DEN 
Bruce, STL 
Kennison, KAN 
Jones, JAC 
Jarrett, CAR 
Furrey, DET 
Hackett, SEA 
Bennett, STL 
Horn, ATL 
Porter, OAK 
Jenkins, ATL 
Muhammad, CHI 
Jennings, GNB 
Holmes, PIT 
Booker, MIA 
Bowe, KAN 
Henry, CIN 
Williams, JAC 
Gonzalez, IND 
Toomer, NYG 
Curry, OAK 
Copper, NOR 
Wade, MIN 
Washington, PIT 
Mason, BAL 
Lelie, SFO 
Crayton, DAL 
Johnson, ARI 
Welker, NWE 
Hester, CHI 
Davis, SDG 
Williams, BAL 
Jurevicius, CLE 
Carter, CAR 

6
8
7
6
9
4
6
6
7
5
9
7
6
6
5
8
5
10
8
4
6
10
8
6
7
10
9
8
10
8
10
5
9
4
4
10
6
9
8
4
7
6
8
9
8
5
8
9
7
6
9
8
5
4
6
9
5
4
5
6
8
6
8
8
10
9
7
8
7
7


	KICKERS

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 

Vinatieri, IND
Gould, CHI
Kaeding, SDG
Graham, CIN
Wilkins, STL
Hanson, DET
Brown, SEA
Nedney, SFO
Stover, BAL
Rackers, ARI
Elam, DEN
Gostkowski, NWE
Mare, NOR
Akers, PHI
Reed, PIT
Kasay, CAR
Tynes, NYG
Scobee, JAC
Rayner, GNB
Nugent, NYJ
Lindell, BUF
Bironas, TEN
Feely, MIA
Cundiff, ATL
Longwell, MIN
Bryant, TAM
Dawson, CLE
Brown, HOU
Janikowski, OAK
Suisham, WAS
Gramatica, DAL
Medlock, KAN

6
9
7
5
9
6
8
6
8
8
6
10
4
5
6
7
9
4
7
10
6
4
9
8
5
10
7
10
5
4
8
8
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DEFENSES

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 

Chicago
Baltimore
New England
San Diego
Denver
Philadelphia
Dallas
Pittsburgh
Miami
San Francisco
Jacksonville
Cincinnati
Seattle
Green Bay
Arizona
New York Jets
Carolina
Minnesota
Buffalo
Detroit
New Orleans
New York Giants
Cleveland
Oakland
Tennessee
St. Louis
Washington
Atlanta
Tampa Bay
Kansas City
Indianapolis
Houston

9
8
10
7
6
5
8
6
9
6
4
5
8
7
8
10
7
5
6
6
4
9
7
5
4
9
4
8
10
8
6
10


	OVERALL

Pos

Bye

1. 
2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 
7. 
8. 
9. 
10. 
11. 
12. 
13. 
14. 
15. 
16. 
17. 
18. 
19. 
20. 
21. 
22. 
23. 
24. 
25. 
26. 
27. 
28. 
29. 
30. 
31. 
32. 
33. 
34. 
35. 
36. 
37. 
38. 
39. 
40. 
41. 
42. 
43. 
44. 
45. 
46. 
47. 
48. 
49. 
50. 
51. 
52. 
53. 
54. 
55. 
56. 
57. 
58. 
59. 
60. 
61. 
62. 
63. 
64. 
65. 
66. 
67. 
68. 
69. 
70. 

Tomlinson, SDG
Johnson, KAN
Jackson, STL
Manning, IND
Parker, PIT
Alexander, SEA
Gore, SFO
Westbrook, PHI
Johnson, CIN
Jones-Drew, JAC
Barber, DAL
Brees, NOR
Harrison, IND
Maroney, NWE
Palmer, CIN
Lynch, BUF
Owens, DAL
Gates, SDG
Addai, IND
Benson, CHI
Jacobs, NYG
Henry, DEN
Smith, CAR
Bush, NOR
Wayne, IND
Holt, STL
McAllister, NOR
Peterson, MIN
Colston, NOR
McNabb, PHI
Heap, BAL
Portis, WAS
McGahee, BAL
Evans, BUF
Walker, DEN
Driver, GNB
Johnson, CIN
Burress, NYG
Bulger, STL
Brown, MIA
James, ARI
Jackson, SDG
Jackson, SFO
Crumpler, ATL
Kitna, DET
Green, HOU
Hasselbeck, SEA
Jones, NYJ
Brady, NWE
Williams, DET
Gonzalez, KAN
Lewis, CLE
Romo, DAL
Houshmandzadeh
Fitzgerald, ARI
Cutler, DEN
Brown, PHI
Galloway, TAM
Shockey, NYG
Cooley, WAS
Taylor, JAC
Glenn, DAL
Moss, WAS
Smith, PHI
Norwood, ATL
Johnson, DET
Davis, SFO
Coles, NYJ
Taylor, MIN
Boldin, ARI

RB
RB
RB
QB
RB
RB
RB
RB
RB
RB
RB
QB
WR
RB
QB
RB
WR
TE
RB
RB
RB
RB
WR
RB
WR
WR
RB
RB
WR
QB
TE
RB
RB
WR
WR
WR
WR
WR
QB
RB
RB
WR
WR
TE
QB
RB
QB
RB
QB
WR
TE
RB
QB
WR
WR
QB
WR
WR
TE
TE
RB
WR
WR
TE
RB
WR
TE
WR
RB
WR

7
8
9
6
6
8
6
5
5
4
8
4
6
10
5
6
8
7
6
9
9
6
7
4
6
9
4
5
4
5
8
4
8
6
6
7
5
9
9
9
8
7
6
8
6
10
8
10
10
6
8
7
8
5
8
6
5
10
9
4
4
8
4
5
8
6
6
10
5
8




DEPTH CHART
Arizona Cardinals

QB: Matt Leinart, Kurt Warner 
RB: Edgerrin James, Marcel Shipp, J.J. Arrington 
FB: Terrelle Smith 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Anquan Boldin, Bryant Johnson, Sean Morey 
TE: Leonard Pope 
PK : Neil Rackers 



Atlanta Falcons

QB: Joey Harrington, DJ Shockley, Chris Redman, Michael Vick 
RB: Jerious Norwood, Warrick Dunn, Jamal Robertson, Jason Snelling 
FB: Ovie Mughelli 
WR: Joe Horn, Michael Jenkins, Roddy White, Laurent Robinson, Adam Jennings 
TE: Alge Crumpler, Dwayne Blakley 
PK : Billy Cundiff, Aaron Elling 



Baltimore Ravens

QB: Steve McNair, Kyle Boller, Troy Smith, Drew Olson 
RB: Willis McGahee, Musa Smith, Mike Anderson, PJ Daniels 
FB: Justin Green 
WR: Mark Clayton, Derrick Mason, Demetrius Williams, Yamon Figurs, Clarence Moore, Devard Darling 
TE: Todd Heap, Daniel Wilcox, Quinn Sypniewski 
PK : Matt Stover 



Buffalo Bills

QB: J.P. Losman, Craig Nall, Trent Edwards 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Anthony Thomas, Dwayne Wright, Fred Jackson, Shaud Williams 
FB: 
WR: Lee Evans, Peerless Price, Josh Reed, Sam Aiken, Roscoe Parrish 
TE: Robert Royal, Kevin Everett, Ryan Neufeld, Brad Cieslak 
PK : Rian Lindell 



	Carolina Panthers

	QB: Jake Delhomme, David Carr, Brett Basanez 
RB: DeShaun Foster, DeAngelo Williams, Eric Shelton 
FB: Brad Hoover, Steven Jackson, Nick Goings 
WR: Steve Smith, Drew Carter, Dwayne Jarrett, Keary Colbert, Karl Hankton, Taye Biddle 
TE: Michael Gaines, Jeff King 
PK : John Kasay 

	


	Chicago Bears

	QB: Rex Grossman, Brian Griese, Kyle Orton 
RB: Cedric Benson, Adrian Peterson, Garrett Wolfe 
FB: Jason McKie, Obafemi Ayanbadejo 
WR: Muhsin Muhammad, Bernard Berrian, Mark Bradley, Devin Hester, Rashied Davis 
TE: Desmond Clark, Greg Olsen, John Gilmore 
PK : Robbie Gould 

	



	Cincinnati Bengals

	QB: Carson Palmer, Doug Johnson 
RB: Rudi Johnson, Kenny Irons, Kenny Watson, Chris Perry, Quincy Wilson 
FB: Jeremi Johnson 
WR: Chad Johnson, T.J. Houshmandzadeh, Tab Perry, Antonio Chatman, Bennie Brazell, Glenn Holt, Reggie McNeal, Chris Henry 
TE: Reginald Kelly 
PK : Shayne Graham 

	



	Cleveland Browns

	QB: Derek Anderson, Charles Frye, Brady Quinn, Ken Dorsey 
RB: Jamal Lewis, Jason Wright, Jerome Harrison 
FB: Lawrence Vickers 
WR: Braylon Edwards, Joe Jurevicius, Tim Carter, Travis Wilson, Joshua Cribbs, Kendrick Mosley 
TE: Kellen Winslow, Steve Heiden, Darnell Dinkins 
PK : Phil Dawson 

	



	Dallas Cowboys

	QB: Tony Romo, Brad Johnson 
RB: Julius Jones, Marion Barber, Tyson Thompson 
FB: 
WR: Terrell Owens, Terry Glenn, Patrick Crayton, Sam Hurd, Miles Austin, Jamaica Rector 
TE: Jason Witten, Anthony Fasano, Tony Curtis 
PK : Martin Gramatica 

	



	Denver Broncos

	QB: Jay Cutler, Patrick Ramsey 
RB: Travis Henry, Mike Bell 
FB: Kyle Johnson, Cecil Sapp 
WR: Javon Walker, Brandon Marshall, Brandon Stokley, David Kircus, Brian Clark, Rod Smith 
TE: Daniel Graham, Tony Scheffler, Stephen Alexander, Nate Jackson 
PK : Jason Elam 

	



	Detroit Lions

	QB: Jon Kitna, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Kevin Jones, Tatum Bell, T.J. Duckett, Brian Calhoun, Aveion Cason 
FB: 
WR: Roy Williams, Calvin Johnson, Mike Furrey, Shaun McDonald, Devale Ellis , Eddie Drummond 
TE: Dan Campbell, Casey Fitzsimmons, Sean McHugh, Eric Beverly 
PK : Jason Hanson 

	



	Green Bay Packers

	QB: Brett Favre, Aaron Rodgers, Ingle Martin 
RB: Vernand Morency, Brandon Jackson, Noah Herron 
FB: Brandon Miree 
WR: Donald Driver, Greg Jennings, Robert Ferguson, James Jones, Ruvell Martin, Carlyle Holiday 
TE: Donald Lee, Bubba Franks 
PK : Dave Rayner 

	



	Houston Texans

	QB: Matt Schaub, Sage Rosenfels 
RB: Ahman Green, Ron Dayne, Wali Lundy, Samkon Gado 
FB: Vonta Leach, Jameel Cook 
WR: Andre Johnson, Kevin Walter, Keenan McCardell, Jacoby Jones, David Anderson, Jerome Mathis 
TE: Owen Daniels, Mark Bruener, Jeb Putzier 
PK : Kris Brown 

	



	Indianapolis Colts

	QB: Peyton Manning, Jim Sorgi 
RB: Joseph Addai, Kory Chapman 
FB: 
WR: Marvin Harrison, Reggie Wayne, Anthony Gonzalez, Aaron Moorehead, John Standeford 
TE: Dallas Clark, Ben Utecht, Bryan Fletcher 
PK : Adam Vinatieri 

	



	Jacksonville Jaguars

	QB: Byron Leftwich, David Garrard, Quinn Gray, Tim Couch 
RB: Fred Taylor, Maurice Jones-Drew, Greg Jones, LaBrandon Toefield, Alvin Pearman 
FB: 
WR: Reggie Williams, Matt Jones, Ernest Wilford, Mike Walker 
TE: Marcedes Lewis, George Wrighster, Jermaine Wiggins 
PK : Josh Scobee 

	



	Kansas City Chiefs

	QB: Brodie Croyle, Damon Huard, Casey Printers 
RB: Larry Johnson, Michael Bennett, Priest Holmes 
FB: 
WR: Eddie Kennison, Samie Parker, Dwayne Bowe, Jeff Webb 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Jason Dunn, Kris Wilson 
PK : Justin Medlock 

	


	Miami Dolphins

	QB: Trent Green, Cleo Lemon, John Beck 
RB: Ronnie Brown, Lorenzo Booker, Jesse Chatman 
FB: Cory Schlesinger 
WR: Chris Chambers, Marty Booker, Derek Hagan, Ted Ginn 
TE: David Martin 
PK : Jay Feely 

	



	Minnesota Vikings

	QB: Tarvaris Jackson, Brooks Bollinger, Drew Henson 
RB: Chester Taylor, Adrian Peterson, Mewelde Moore, Ciatrick Fason, Artose Pinner 
FB: Tony Richardson, Richard Owens 
WR: Bobby Wade, Troy Williamson, Sidney Rice 
TE: Visanthe Shiancoe, Jim Kleinsasser, Jeff Dugan 
PK : Ryan Longwell 

	



	New England Patriots

	QB: Tom Brady, Matt Cassel 
RB: Laurence Maroney, Kevin Faulk, Sammy Morris 
FB: Heath Evans 
WR: Randy Moss, Donte' Stallworth, Wes Welker, Jabar Gaffney, Reche Caldwell, Troy Brown, Kelley Washington, Chad Jackson, Bam Childress 
TE: Ben Watson, Kyle Brady, Garrett Mills 
PK : Stephen Gostkowski 

	



	New Orleans Saints

	QB: Drew Brees, Jamie Martin 
RB: Reggie Bush, Deuce McAllister, Aaron Stecker 
FB: Mike Karney, Kevin Dudley 
WR: Marques Colston, Devery Henderson, Terrance Copper, Robert Meachem, David Patten, Jamal Jones, Lance Moore 
TE: Eric Johnson, Mark Campbell, Billy Miller 
PK : Olindo Mare 

	



	New York Giants Giants

	QB: Eli Manning, Anthony Wright, Jared Lorenzen, Tim Hasselbeck 
RB: Brandon Jacobs, Reuben Droughns, Derrick Ward 
FB: 
WR: Plaxico Burress, Amani Toomer, Sinorice Moss, Steve Smith, David Tyree, Michael Jennings 
TE: Jeremy Shockey, Darcy Johnson 
PK : Lawrence Tynes 

	



	New York Jets Jets

	QB: Chad Pennington, Kellen Clemens 
RB: Thomas Jones, Leon Washington, Tony Hollings 
FB: Darian Barnes, Stacey Tutt 
WR: Laveranues Coles, Jerricho Cotchery, Justin McCareins 
TE: Chris Baker, Sean Ryan 
PK : Mike Nugent 

	



	Oakland Raiders

	QB: Josh McCown, Daunte Culpepper, Andrew Walter, JaMarcus Russell 
RB: LaMont Jordan, Dominic Rhodes, Justin Fargas 
FB: Justin Griffith, Zack Crockett 
WR: Jerry Porter, Ronald Curry, Johnnie Lee Higgins, Doug Gabriel, Travis Taylor, Alvis Whitted, Mike Williams, Will Buchanon, Carlos Francis 
TE: Courtney Anderson, Zach Miller, James Adkisson, John Madsen 
PK : Sebastian Janikowski 

	



	Philadelphia Eagles

	QB: Donovan McNabb, A.J. Feeley, Kevin Kolb, Kelly Holcomb 
RB: Brian Westbrook, Correll Buckhalter, Tony Hunt, Ryan Moats 
FB: Thomas Tapeh 
WR: Reggie Brown, Kevin Curtis, Hank Baskett, Jason Avant, Greg Lewis, Jeremy Bloom, Bill Sampy, Michael Gasperson 
TE: L.J. Smith, Matt Schobel 
PK : David Akers 

	



	Pittsburgh Steelers

	QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Charlie Batch, Brian St. Pierre 
RB: Willie Parker, Najeh Davenport, Kevan Barlow, Verron Haynes 
FB: Dan Kreider 
WR: Hines Ward, Santonio Holmes, Nate Washington, Cedrick Wilson, Willie Reid, Eugene Baker 
TE: Heath Miller, Jerame Tuman, Matt Spaeth, Jon Dekker 
PK : Jeff Reed 

	



	St. Louis Rams

	QB: Marc Bulger, Gus Frerotte, Ryan Fitzpatrick 
RB: Steven Jackson, Brian Leonard, Travis Minor, Kay-Jay Harris, Rich Alexis 
FB: Madison Hedgecock 
WR: Torry Holt, Isaac Bruce, Drew Bennett, Dane Looker, Dante Hall 
TE: Randy McMichael, Joe Klopfenstein, Aaron Walker, Dominique Byrd 
PK : Jeff Wilkins 

	



	San Diego Chargers

	QB: Philip Rivers, Billy Volek, Charlie Whitehurst 
RB: LaDainian Tomlinson, Michael Turner, Darren Sproles 
FB: Lorenzo Neal, Andrew Pinnock 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Craig Davis, Malcom Floyd, Greg Camarillo, Kassim Osgood, Eric Parker 
TE: Antonio Gates, Brandon Manumaleuna 
PK : Nate Kaeding 

	



	San Francisco 49ers

	QB: Alex Smith, Trent Dilfer, Shaun Hill 
RB: Frank Gore, Michael Robinson, Maurice Hicks 
FB: Moran Norris 
WR: Arnaz Battle, Darrell Jackson, Ashley Lelie, Jason Hill, Brandon Williams, Bryan Gilmore, Taylor Jacobs 
TE: Vernon Davis, Delanie Walker, Billy Bajema, Zach Hilton 
PK : Joe Nedney 

	



	Seattle Seahawks

	QB: Matt Hasselbeck, Seneca Wallace, David Greene 
RB: Shaun Alexander, Maurice Morris, Marquis Weeks 
FB: Mack Strong, Josh Parry 
WR: Deion Branch, D.J. Hackett, Bobby Engram, Nate Burleson, Ben Obomanu 
TE: Marcus Pollard, Will Heller 
PK : Josh Brown 

	



	Tampa Bay Buccaneers

	QB: Jeff Garcia, Luke McCown, Bruce Gradkowski, Chris Simms 
RB: Carnell Williams, Michael Pittman, Earnest Graham 
FB: Mike Alstott, B.J. Askew 
WR: Joey Galloway, Maurice Stovall, Michael Clayton, David Boston, Ike Hilliard 
TE: Alex Smith, Anthony Becht, Jerramy Stevens 
PK : Matt Bryant 

	



	Tennessee Titans

	QB: Vince Young, Kerry Collins, Tim Rattay 
RB: LenDale White, Chris Brown, Chris Henry 
FB: Ahmard Hall 
WR: Brandon Jones, Roydell Williams, Eric Moulds, Courtney Roby, Justin Gage, Jonathan Orr, Paul Williams 
TE: Ben Troupe, Bo Scaife, Ben Hartsock, Casey Cramer, Cooper Wallace 
PK : Rob Bironas 

	



	Washington Redskins

	QB: Jason Campbell, Todd Collins, Mark Brunell 
RB: Clinton Portis, Ladell Betts, Rock Cartwright, Derrick Blaylock 
FB: Mike Sellers 
WR: Santana Moss, Antwaan Randle El, Brandon Lloyd, James Thrash, Mike Espy, Jason McAddley 
TE: Chris Cooley, Todd Yoder 
PK : Shaun Suisham
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