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ARIZONA CARDINALS
According to Arizona Republic staffer Bob McManaman, just because they are 2-0 away from home this season, including Sunday's 27-3 victory at Seattle, doesn't mean the Cardinals suddenly are the kings of the road. 

That probably is why head coach Ken Whisenhunt downplayed his team's road achievements, even after the Cardinals played well against the Seahawks. 

"It's exciting," he said Monday, "but I don't want to get too caught up in it, because it's only the fifth game of the season. The thing I'm excited about is we're improving. We've improved over our game last week. 

"We played a good half of football against Houston, and this week we played a good game against Seattle. Now the challenge for us is to sustain that." 

The challenge resumes Sunday night when the Cardinals (3-2) enter another hostile environment to play the New York Giants (5-1) in East Rutherford, N.J. It's a nationally televised game on NBC and the Giants won't be happy after getting trounced 48-27 by the Saints. 

The last time the Cardinals played in prime time, they were smoked 31-10 by Peyton Manning and the Colts in Week 3. 

"That's a good football team," Whisenhunt said of the Giants. "They play at a high level, and it will be a good challenge for us." 

"We know we have a tough task at hand," running back Tim Hightower said. "We're just going to have to prepare even more this week than we did last week." 

The Cardinals will depart Saturday morning and conduct a light walk-through upon their arrival. Because it's a night game, Whisenhunt doesn't want to leave earlier. 

"We've only played two on the road, but we're definitely a lot more comfortable with what we have to do when we travel," he said. "And I point back to playing Carolina in the playoff game. We got down early, but we stayed together, and were able to pull that game out and come back and win it. 

"That gives you the confidence to get rid of a lot of demons, playing on the East Coast, playing against good teams and being able to win. ..." 

One major concern: The Cardinals won't know until later this week if they will be without receiver Anquan Boldin for Sunday night's game. 

Boldin injured his right ankle at Seattle. X-rays taken at Qwest Field revealed no broken bones, and Whisenhunt said Boldin's ankle is sprained. Previous reports used the term "high ankle sprain" but the Cardinals haven't confirmed that. 

"The doctors are going to take a look at him, and we'll see how he's doing as the week progresses," Whisenhunt said. 

If Boldin can't play, the Cardinals know they can turn to No. 3 receiver Steve Breaston, who caught seven passes for 77 yards and a touchdown against the Seahawks. 

"I think we all have confidence in Steve based on what we saw from him last year," Whisenhunt said. "He's a 1,000-yard receiver in this league, which is a certainly quite an accomplishment. 

"We obviously want Anquan, because he's such a special player for us and such a physical presence. And he did a very nice job in this game before he got injured. But we also had success last year in some games when Anquan wasn't playing. There's a comfort level with [Warner] and [Breaston], so if Anquan is unable to go, then we certainly feel good about the guys who are going to step in. ..." 

Stay tuned. ... I'll be following Boldin closely and updating daily in the Late-Breaking News section as the week progresses. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... At the start of his weekly news conference, Whisenhunt made it a point to congratulate Warner for reaching the 30,000-yard passing mark and tying Hall of Famer Dan Marino as the players who achieved the milestone in the shortest span. 

Each accomplished it in his 114th career game. Manning did it in 115 games, Warren Moon in 125 and Brett Favre in 126. 

"It's nice," Warner said, "but you're in the midst of so many other things right now that you don't ever think of individual stuff right now. 

"It'll be something that 10 or 20 years from now, when I sit with my grandkids, I can talk about. Right now, I've got more things I want to achieve with this team, and that's my focus. ..." 

Also according to McManaman, Whisenhunt said things were working so well calling plays against the Seahawks, he was almost thinking four and five plays ahead. 

"It felt like I almost couldn't get the plays out fast enough," Whisenhunt said. 

That's the ideal situation for Warner. 

"When you're going and things are rolling and you're keeping yourself in manageable situations, that's when it becomes fun," Warner said. "It's like Coach says: You can look at your whole play sheet and say, 'OK, what do I want to call?' It doesn't really matter, because everything is a manageable situation where you can run or pass in every situation. 

"It keep the other team off balance, and those are the games I love, when the defense has no idea what you're doing and they can't catch up to you. ..." 

As the Sports Xchange noted Tuesday, Larry Fitzgerald is tied for the NFL lead with five touchdown receptions and has 18 in his last 14 games, dating back to the 2008 season and playoff games. Fitzgerald tied a career high with 13 receptions against the Seahawks, and it was his first 100-yard receiving game this season. He had exactly 100 yards. 

"I'm all for him having a few more of those games as we go forward," Whisenhunt said. ... 

Also according to the Xchange, Beanie Wells will get more carries if he starts taking better care of the ball. Wells bobbled two handoffs Sunday and was lucky not to lose either. 

Meanwhile, the final stats weren't good -- 62 yards on 26 carries -- but the Cardinals had 63 yards on 12 carries in the first half. In the second half, Seattle, down by three scores, loaded up to stop the run. 
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QB: Kurt Warner, Matt Leinart, Brian St. Pierre 
RB: Tim Hightower, Chris Wells, Jason Wright, LaRod Stephens-Howling 
FB: Dan Kreider 
WR: Larry Fitzgerald, Anquan Boldin, Steve Breaston, Jerheme Urban, Sean Morey, Early Doucet 
TE: Ben Patrick, Anthony Becht, Dominique Byrd, Stephen Spach 
PK: Neil Rackers 
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ATLANTA FALCONS
As Atlanta Journal-Constitution beat writer D. Orlando Ledbetter noted Tuesday, the Falcons' regular base offense had trouble moving the ball against the Chicago Bears Sunday night. 

It wasn't until they went to the "no huddle" that the offense came to life. The team doesn't like to run it full-time and picks the spots when to run it. 

"It's something we discuss each week," head coach Mike Smith said Monday. "We tell our guys on Saturday evening our plans." 

It helped the Falcons take a 14-7 halftime lead, generating two touchdowns drives. 

"We had plans to get to it, based on the situation of the game," Smith said. "It came at the right time for us. Matt [Ryan] and the offense did a very good job." 

Indeed, the no-huddle certainly helped. 

Ryan was having his worst game of the season. He skipped a couple of passes off the turf and was behind on a couple of throws. Ryan completed 19 of 33 passes for 185 yards, his lowest output of the season. His passer rating of 68.4 was also his lowest of the season. 

But he appeared to get into a rhythm and become comfortable late in the second quarter when the Falcons went to the no-huddle attack. 

Meanwhile, Michael Turner had 30 yards rushing on 13 carries, with a long run of 11 yards. He was held under 100 yards rushing for the fourth time this season. However, it was his first game not rushing for more than 50 yards. 

Turner did score what turned out to be the game-winning touchdown on a 5-yard run with 3:06 left in the fourth quarter. ... It was Turner's sixth touchdown this year. ... 

Tight end Tony Gonzalez, with his first catch of the contest in the second quarter, improved his streak of consecutive games with a reception to 136. It's the third-longest active streak in the NFL. 

Roddy White had a touchdown reception for 40 yards. He had four catches for 46 yards. Fellow wideout Michael Jenkins had two catches for 15 yards. He also dropped two passes. ... 

The entire offense will need to turn it up a notch going against a Cowboys offense that figures to have its full array of weapons available this week. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Running back Jerious Norwood, who was turning in a solid game, left the game in the second quarter Sunday night with a right hip flexor injury. 

Chicago's defense was stuffing the Falcons rushing attack early, before the speedy Norwood changed the pace of the attack and got things going. 

Norwood had four carries for 21 yards (5.3 per carry) and long of 8 yards before leaving. He also caught two passes for 12 yards to help jump-start the sluggish offense. 

With fullback Ovie Mughelli already declared inactive for the game because of a calf injury, the Falcons were down to three running backs in Turner, Jason Snelling and Verron Haynes. 

The offense was able to keep moving, but the special teams were hurt. "Jason is a very integral part of our special teams, as well as Ovie Mughelli," Smith said. "It puts stress on the rest of the roster. We'll have to continue to make adjustments in regards to the rest of the roster." 

Making matters worse, Norwood said on Wednesday he doesn't expect to play this week against the Cowboys. 

He could be out "more than a couple weeks," Norwood said. 

It's been a rough season for Norwood, who's in a contract year. He's also suffered two concussions and a knee injury. 

"It hasn't been my year," Norwood said. 

With the team down to three healthy running backs, former Florida State running back Antone Smith was signed to the practice squad. 

QB D.J. Shockley, a seventh-round pick in 2006 who has been backup quarterback for the Falcons over the past three seasons, was released from the practice squad to make room for Smith. ... 

The Falcons have not allowed a sack since the season opener. During the streak, Ryan has dropped back 123 times without being sacked. He was last sacked by Jason Ferguson with 9:06 left in the third quarter against Miami. " 

(Offensive coordinator Mike) Mularkey and his staff have done a wonderful job of keeping our quarterback clean," Smith said. 

And finally. ... Smith announced on Monday that cornerback Brian Williams will be lost for the season, being placed on injured reserve. "It's going to be a big loss for us but it's going to be an opportunity for another player on our squad," said Smith. 
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QB: Matt Ryan, Chris Redman, John Parker Wilson 
RB: Michael Turner, Jason Snelling, Jerious Norwood 
FB: Ovie Mughelli, Verron Haynes 
WR: Roddy White, Michael Jenkins, Brian Finneran, Marty Booker, Eric Weems 
TE: Tony Gonzalez, Justin Peelle, Keith Zinger 
PK: Jason Elam 
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BALTIMORE RAVENS
The Ravens (3-3) head into their bye at a crossroads as they squandered an opportunity to topple the undefeated Vikings led by Brett Favre, who ultimately engineered yet another comeback leading to a 33-31 loss for Baltimore. The Ravens were in it to the bitter end, however, coming up just short when place-kicker Steve Hauschka missed a last-second field goal attempt. 

"They are all heartbreakers," center Matt Birk said. "Every time you lose it sucks because you lost. This is professional football. Nobody is going to feel sorry for you." 

The Ravens' sluggish start, falling behind 14-0 in the first quarter, was nearly overcome by a sterling fourth quarter from Joe Flacco. 

He completed 10 of 16 passes for 196 yards and two touchdowns in the fourth quarter for a 144.8 quarterback rating. He finished the game by completing 28 of 43 passes for 385 yards, two touchdowns and no interceptions for a 109.2 quarterback rating. 

"We realize what kind of fighters we have in our locker room and that's what we're going to use the rest of the year," said Flacco, who led the Ravens to the AFC title game as a rookie last season. "I think we were 3-3 last year, not that that matters, but we can overcome anything." 

Ray Rice contributed four receptions for 85 yards and a 33-yard touchdown run in the fourth. He stiff-armed and eluded the Vikings' big linebackers, rushing for 77 yards and two touchdowns on 10 carries. 

He also caught 10 passes for 117 yards, including a 63-yard jaunt. 

"There's no group of guys I would rather go down swinging with," Rice said. "The way we fought really showed the character on our team. It's supposed to go down to the wire. It's frustrating, but, at the same time, 3-3 going into a bye week isn't always the worst thing in the world. 

"I think we were in the same position last year if I'm not mistaken. One thing we are doing is establishing our identity. Any team that looks on film, they are not going to say the Ravens' record is 3-3. They're going to say, ‘Man, that's a good football team.'" 

Now, the Ravens have a week off before facing off with the surprising Denver Broncos. 

There's a lot to correct during the bye, especially breakdowns on a traditionally strong defense that's coming up short at key moments. 

The Ravens are one game behind the Pittsburgh Steelers and the Cincinnati Bengals in the AFC North. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Rice leads the NFL in total yards from scrimmage with 766. 

"We were hopeful that we would see this Ray Rice," head coach John Harbaugh said. "He's got as good of an attitude as any player. I'll admit this: He's probably a little more talented than maybe we even thought when we drafted him. ..." 

Flacco said someone stepped on his left foot, causing him to roll his right ankle in the first quarter of Sunday's loss. 

But Flacco insisted he is fine. "It's not a big deal," he said. "I'm walking pretty good today and running and stuff. ..." 

Kelley Washington, the team's third wide receiver, left the game briefly with a minor concussion in the fourth quarter, but returned. "I got my bell rung pretty good," Washington said. "He gave me a pretty good hit. It was one of those plays where you need a couple plays off to get mentally back into it. He gave me a good hit, so I needed a minute or two to clear my head." 

With Washington out of the game, wide receiver Demetrius Williams caught his first pass of the season. 

His 17-yard reception was his first since last year. 

"I just did what I had to do," said Williams, who was beaten out by Washington for the third wide receiver job. "Whenever they need me, I'll be ready. ..." 

In another sign of the Ravens' circling of the wagons around Hauschka, Harbaugh said all the blame for Hauschka's missed 44-yard field-goal attempt with two seconds left should not be heaped on the kicker's shoulders. 

"We've got a lot of confidence in him," the coach said. "He's talented, he's a great kid, he works hard. Let's see what happens." 

Hauschka connected on a 29-yard field goal in the second quarter to get the Ravens on the scoreboard after falling behind by two touchdowns. For the season, he has converted five of seven kicks. 

None of his previous kicks were as important, though, as the one he flubbed Sunday in the fourth quarter. 

Hauschka said that he's eager to get another opportunity to try to redeem himself for this miss, adding that his teammates made encouraging comments to him after the game. 

"The guys had a lot of support for me," Hauschka said. "The guys were telling me that I'll have an important kick later in the season and they want me to take it. There's been great support from my teammates. I feel like I let them down. ..." 

Willis McGahee struggled for the second straight week. He only gained three yards on seven carries and has given way to Rice, who is now clearly the team's primary running back. ... 

Derrick Mason rebounded from getting shutout a week ago and finished with seven catches for 97 yards and one touchdown. 

And finally. .... Although nothing came to pass, Harbaugh -- much like general manager Ozzie Newsome -- did not say anything to discourage any possibility of making a deal before Tuesday's league-wide trade deadline. 

Over the weekend, the Ravens were linked to three wide receivers: Kansas City's Dwayne Bowe, New England's Joey Galloway and Buffalo's Terrell Owens. 

"I didn't hear any rumors," Mason said after Sunday's game. "I've been in this game long enough to know that unless it's a credible source you don't pay any attention to it. I didn't hear anything about it." 

In the team's 14-year history, the Ravens have never made a trade days before the deadline. And if Galloway was of interest as a possible trade prospect, the fact he was released by the Patriots on Tuesday would make him of even greater interest to the Ravens. ... 
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The Ravens are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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BUFFALO BILLS
According to the Buffalo News, Trent Edwards' second concussion of his career will require further evaluation, head coach Dick Jauron said Monday. 

Anybody that's injured, you're really concerned for him and Trent's no different," Jauron said. "We'll take that day to day and just see how he comes out of this thing." 

Jauron said Edwards was able to fly home with the team after Sunday's game with the New York Jets, but Jauron had yet to see the quarterback Monday, so he was not able to say how he was feeling a day after leaving the Bills' 16-13 overtime victory. 

Asked if Edwards would be able to play Sunday against Carolina, Jauron said, "I'm hopeful he's healthy." 

Rookie tight end Shawn Nelson also suffered a concussion against the Jets and was being further evaluated. 

Edwards suffered his first concussion in an Oct. 5, 2008 game in Arizona. The Bills had a bye week following that game and Edwards was able to return for the next game. 

To be able to play against the Panthers, Edwards and Nelson would have to pass baseline tests, which measure brain processing, speed, memory and visual motor skills compared against results of the same test given prior to the start of the season. 

After Edwards was concussed last season, he passed his baseline testing nine days after the injury occurred. ... Needless to say I will be following up on Edwards and Nelson in the Late-Breaking Updates section as the week progresses. ... 

Meanwhile, News columnist Jerry Sullivan noted on Tuesday that local fans wouldn't mind seeing more of backup Ryan Fitzpatrick. It's hard to blame them. 

Fitzpatrick made a big throw to Lee Evans, hitting him in stride for a rare run-after-catch TD against the Jets. 

His stats (10 of 25, 116 yards) were mediocre, but he did well enough for a guy who came off the bench cold. It would be interesting to see how he does with a full week of preparation as the No. 1. 

But Sullivan was quick to advise against getting carried away. Fitzpatrick is an average quarterback, a backup. The long-term QB doesn't appear to be on the roster. 

As Sullivan explained: "Edwards has regressed terribly in the past year. But the Bills need to find out once and for all before moving forward. I'll admit, Edwards has done little to justify keeping the position long-term. But if healthy, it's still his job to lose for the rest of the year. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... The Bills didn't exactly light up the scoreboard. But huddling for the first time (and having Alex Van Pelt on the sideline) made a difference. They won the time of possession (39:03-33:13), and the offense didn't commit a penalty after the middle of the second quarter. 

The line had just one false start -- on the opening possession. 

The total rushing yardage was 142, but the average per carry was only 3.4 and the longest run was a mere 12 yards by Marshawn Lynch. 

Still, after scrapping the no-huddle, Buffalo ran the ball effectively enough in spots. 

Lynch has now played three games and still looks a little rusty and unable to break a big run. Fred Jackson was utilized well as he carried 15 times compared to Lynch's 19 attempts. ... 

According to News staffer Jay Skurski, it certainly sounded as if Roscoe Parrish's time with the Bills could be near a conclusion after Jauron explained why the wide receiver was out of the lineup Sunday. 

The coach offered an uncharacteristically blunt assessment of the situation Monday. 

"The switch was made there for a lot of reasons. No. 1 was the availability of [Jackson]. Once [Lynch] came back it gave us more room to use Fred in other ways that we really like him, and one of those ways is a return guy," Jauron said. "It allowed us maybe more leeway in terms of game decisions and personnel decisions. Both Roscoe and Freddy are terrific returners, so we didn't feel like we were losing much quite frankly." 

Jauron never mentioned the thigh injury that limited Parrish in practice last week as a reason for sitting him. 

Worth noting: Jackson appears to be an upgrade over Parrish. His 27-yard punt return helped the Bills get in position for a potential game-winning field goal at the end of regulation. He had a 78-yard kickoff return called back by penalty to start the second half. 

Now the staff needs to figure out how to keep Jackson involved in the passing offense. Jackson, who led the team with 20 catches coming into the game, didn't catch a pass against the Jets. He had 15 catches in the first three weeks, but just five since Lynch's return. ... 

Evans caught four balls for 68 yards and made a great catch and run with a slant for the Bills' only touchdown, which tied the score in the third quarter. Terrell Owens had three catches for 13 yards. He is nothing more than a possession receiver right now. 

Oh yeah. ... In case you missed it, Tuesday's NFL trade deadline passed without Owens leaving Buffalo. 

And finally. ... Receiver James Hardy is back at practice for the first time since tearing a ligament in his left knee last December. 

Wednesday was the first day the second-year player was eligible to begin practicing with the team after opening the season on the reserve/physically unable to perform list. The Bills have three weeks to determine whether to activate Hardy or place him on the injured reserve list, ending his season. 
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QB: Trent Edwards, Ryan Fitzpatrick, Gibran Hamdan 
RB: Marshawn Lynch, Fred Jackson, Xavier Omon 
FB: Corey McIntyre 
WR: Lee Evans, Terrell Owens, Josh Reed, Justin Jenkins, Steve Johnson, Roscoe Parrish, James Hardy 
TE: Derek Fine, Shawn Nelson, Jonathan Stupar 
PK: Rian Lindell 
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CAROLINA PANTHERS
As Charlotte Observer staffer Charles Chandler reported it: "On the brink of what could have been a season-crushing loss, the Panthers finally established the identity they've been seeking since training camp opened in August. 

"They ran and ran and ran on a gallant game-saving drive, unleashing their 'Double Trouble' tandem of running backs to pull out a 28-21 win over winless Tampa Bay Sunday at Raymond James Stadium. ..." 

DeAngelo Williams and Jonathan Stewart were alternated in and out of the lineup seven times on a prolific 16-play, 80 yard drive that lasted eight minutes, four seconds and included just one pass – a 4-yarder to Steve Smith to give their star wide receiver his only catch of the day. 

The grind-it-out strategy came after the Panthers blew a 14-point second-half lead by giving up touchdowns on a 97-yard kickoff return and a 26-yard interception return. 

The interception was the 10th quarterback Jake Delhomme has thrown this season and underscored the difficulty the Panthers had all day – and have had all season – getting any semblance of a passing game going. 

So with the score tied 21-21 and 8:33 remaining, head coach John Fox turned to the run-first, ultra-physical style of play he loves most. 

"When you've got two good running backs and you see one go out and another one coming in, it's like, 'Aw, man, fresh legs, and I'm over here tired,'" Stewart said, describing the plight of the Bucs' defense during the drive. "It automatically does something to their psyche, I know." 

For the game, the Panthers ran for 268 yards, the second-highest single-game rushing total in team history behind the 299 they accumulated against the Bucs last December. Their 48 rushing attempts tied for the second most in team history. 

Williams (152 yards and two touchdowns on 30 carries) and Stewart (110 yards and one TD on 17 carries) each went over the 100-yard mark for the first time this season. 

Afterward, they made a point to credit not only their offensive line, but also the blocking of fullback Brad Hoover, the tight ends and the wide receivers. 

As Chandler suggested, the receivers probably needed the acknowledgement on a day when Delhomme completed just 9 of 17 passes for 65 yards, a touchdown to tight end Jeff King and two interceptions. 

Through five games, neither Smith nor Muhammad has scored a touchdown or caught a pass of 30 or more yards. 

Smith said after the game that "I'm no longer an asset to this team." 

Muhammad was careful not to criticize the game plan or Delhomme and said, based on his experience, the proficiency of passing and running eventually gets balanced out. 

Still, Smith's lack of production is alarming. 

According to Chandler, in his eight years as a starting receiver, Smith never before has played his first five games without scoring a touchdown or catching a pass of at least 50 yards. 

He has 21 catches, and his longest reception this season went for 28 yards and his only points came on a two-point conversion. 

Excluding 2004, when he suffered a season-ending injury in the opening game, Smith has averaged nearly 400 yards receiving in his first five games, but has only 259 yards this year. 

On Monday, Fox didn't seem concerned by Smith's claim he's no longer an asset, but the coach indicated that he might meet with Smith to discuss the receiver's concerns. 

Fox said Smith serves as an asset because defenses are double-teaming him on virtually every play, creating opportunities for the running game and other receivers. 

"I can't call the opponent and ask them not to do that,” said Fox. "They get to do what they want.” 

But the Panthers haven't been able to do what they want offensively, especially when it pertains to taking advantage of Smith's unique game-breaking skills. Delhomme has targeted Smith 46 times, but six of the passes were intercepted and 19 were incomplete. 

Fox was asked at his weekly Monday news conference about two apparent factors contributing to Smith's modest numbers. With Muhammad now at age 36, do the Panthers have a valid enough threat among their other receivers to keep defenses honest? 

"Really, we have what we have,” said Fox. 

Muhammad leads the team with 22 catches, but his 9.3 yards-per-reception average is 4 yards below his career average. 

Double teams aside, how much have Delhomme's struggles contributed to the lack of productivity by Smith and Muhammad? 

"We're not a finished product,” said Fox. "I'm not too sure a lot of coaches around the league are professing to be. Every one of these (games) is a new adventure.” 

Fox carefully avoided talking specifically about Delhomme, who ranks 33rd in the NFL in passing efficiency with a 56.8 rating and is tied with New York Jets rookie Mark Sanchez for most interceptions (10). 

Meanwhile, Chandler notes that Smith may be in for another day of watching the backs run next Sunday when 2-4 Buffalo comes to Charlotte. The Bills are last in the NFL in run defense and are fourth against the pass. 

For Fox, there's comfort in sticking to the running game. 

"Whenever you decide to throw the ball, there (are) more working parts,” he said. "Would you rather shoot a 3-pointer outside with somebody wide open, or would you rather shoot a layup? Most guys would take the higher percentage route, and that's the layup. ...” 

As Chandler summed up: "Fox knows Smith best serves as an asset to the Panthers when he has the ball in his hands. But figuring out how to get it there -- alley-oops, anyone? -- seems to have an ever-increasing degree of difficulty. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Stewart was held out of Wednesday's practice to rest his Achilles tendon -- something that's become a regular practice this season. Expect him to play as usual. ... 

One other note. ... Rookie Mike Goodson was inactive Sunday and has now missed two consecutive games after suffering a concussion against the Dallas Cowboys. Kenneth Moore again returned kicks in Goodson's place, averaging 19.7 yards on three returns. 
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QB: Jake Delhomme, Matt Moore, A.J. Feeley 
RB: DeAngelo Williams, Jonathan Stewart, Mike Goodson, Tyrell Sutton 
FB: Brad Hoover, Tony Fiammetta 
WR: Steve Smith, Muhsin Muhammad, Kenneth Moore, Dwayne Jarrett 
TE: Jeff King, Gary Barnidge, Dante Rosario 
PK: John Kasay 
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CHICAGO BEARS
As Chicago Tribune staffer Rick Morrissey framed it: "The blessing and the curse of being as talented as Jay Cutler is the belief that you can always make a play, no matter the circumstances, no matter how tightly covered your receivers are. 

"Whenever, wherever, however way you want it. ..." 

So far this season, it mostly has been a blessing. In the weeks following his opening-game debacle in Green Bay, Cutler had made plays when called upon. 

In Chicago's 21-14 loss to the Falcons Sunday night, after a rough start that included two interceptions, Cutler did a few things that reminded you why the Bears spent so much on acquiring the quarterback. 

But he couldn't do it all. Part of the problem in Chicago is that he's expected to do it all, always. As Morrissey suggested, "When Matt Forte's longest run of the night is 5 yards, it's pretty much incumbent on Cutler to go into superhero mode." 

And, no, it's not too early to restart the conversation about what's wrong with Forte. 

The Bears might not want to acknowledge their deficiencies in running the football, but Arlington Heights Daily Herald staffer Bob LeGere pointed out Tuesday, they don't have to. 

The numbers say it all. 

It took a game-high 34 rushing yards by Cutler to salvage a bit of respect for the unproductive ground game Sunday night. 

Subtract his 3 carries, and the team that "gets off the bus running the football," ran for 49 yards on 20 attempts, an average of 2.5 yards per carry. Forte was especially ineffective with 23 yards on 15 tries for a 1.5-yard average. 

"We didn't get enough production from it," head coach Lovie Smith admitted. "I thought after last (game) we would keep it going, but they did a good job of holding our run down." 

Every team the Bears have played, except the Lions in Week 4, has done a good job of limiting their run game. And as LeGere suggests, running on the Lions isn't a great accomplishment. 

Their defense is 19th in rushing yards per game and tied for 24th in average gain per run allowed. 

The Bears' running game is even worse statistically, ranking 27th in yards per game (89.8) and 23rd in average gain per run (3.8 yards). 

In the four games not against the Lions, whom they battered for 151 rushing yards and 3 TDs on 20 carries, the Bears have 298 yards on 99 carries for a 3.0-yard average and no touchdowns. 

It's easy to blame Forte, who rushed for 121 yards and 1 TD on 12 carries against the Lions, but has just 173 yards on 74 carries (2.3-yard average) and no touchdowns against the rest of the league. 

But LeGere contends the retooled offensive line hasn't given Forte or anyone else much running room. 

Asked specifically about the O-line, Smith said: "We're 3-2, so the offensive line has done some good things. They've contributed to all of that. Coming off of a loss, we're not real pleased with anything we did (Sunday) night, starting with me. I'm not pleased with a lot of things I did last night. But our offensive line has done some good things." 

Maybe the line has done some good things, but not nearly enough of them. 

New starters Orlando Pace (left tackle), Frank Omiyale (left guard) and Chris Williams (right tackle) haven't created any more running room than John St. Clair, Josh Beekman and John Tait, the players they replaced (right guard Roberto Garza and center Olin Kreutz are the only returning starters). 

That was especially true when Forte was stuffed on back-to-back plays at the Falcons' 1-yard line late in the third quarter. He fumbled on both plays, losing the second one and accounting for one of three red-zone trips that came up empty. 

Smith was asked Monday if he would contemplate any changes to the offensive line before Sunday's game against the Bengals in Cincinnati, but he was noncommittal. 

"We'll look at changes after every game," he said. "We look at what gives us the best opportunity to win, but I don't foresee any major changes on the offensive line." 

Whether it's major or minor, however, something has to change. 

Last year the Bears were 24th in rushing yards per game and 27th in average gain per run. Forte averaged 3.9 yards per carry in 2008, compared to 3.4 this year, when he has had some minor nicks. But Smith said Forte's health isn't an issue. 

"He's not on the injury list," Smith said. "He's good to go. He didn't have a lot of production (Sunday) night, the way a lot of us didn't. I don't think (it's) any more than that. The (game) before we weren't talking about any of these things. Matt will be fine just like the rest of our team." 

As LeGere summed up: "If only they could play the Lions every week. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... After Cutler's red-zone interception Sunday night, his third of the season, Smith was asked if he said anything to his quarterback. 

"Don't do it," Smith said. "It's really kind of as simple as that. We can't have those interceptions down there. Jay realizes that, but he was trying to make a play. ..." 

For the record, Cutler had his first 300-yard game as a Bear, hitting exactly 300 at Atlanta. In addition to the two INTs, he also tossed two TD passes and completed 27 of 43 passes. 

And the Bears must be pleased. They agreed to terms on a two-year contract extension with Cutler on Tuesday. 

The extension, which could keep Cutler in Chicago through 2013, includes about $20 million guaranteed and roughly $30 million in new money. ... 

Devin Hester returned from a stinger and tied his career best with six catches for 83 yards. Tight end Greg Olsen had his best game of the season with five catches for 57 yards and his third TD. 

Earl Bennett had four catches for 57 yards, including a 24-yarder late in the game that gave the Bears a chance to tie, which they failed to capitalize on. ... 

The Bears used the wildcat for the first time as Hester faked a handoff to Garrett Wolfe and ran around left end for five yards. ... 

Adrian Peterson could return this week after missing two weeks with a sprained knee 

And finally. ... Desmond Clark had three catches to pass Harlon Hill for 10th all-time on the Bears with 228. 
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QB: Jay Cutler, Caleb Hanie 
RB: Matt Forte, Garrett Wolfe, Adrian Peterson 
FB: Jason McKie 
WR: Devin Hester, Earl Bennett, Johnny Knox, Rashied Davis, Devin Aromashodu, Juaquin Iglesias 
TE: Greg Olsen, Desmond Clark, Kellen Davis, Michael Gaines 
PK: Robbie Gould 
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CINCINNATI BENGALS
As Cincinnati Enquirer beat man Joe Reedy reported, "It didn't come down to the final minute nor was it another thrilling Bengals comeback. Instead, it was their worst game of the year. ..." 

After four straight wins, including three straight emotional three-point victories in division play, the Bengals fell right though the proverbial trap door as Houston came into Paul Brown Stadium and dominated the second half en route to a 28-17 victory. 

The Bengals battled back to take a 17-14 lead at halftime, but collapsed in the second half as the Texans scored two third-quarter touchdowns and forced three turnovers. 

With the loss, the Bengals fall to 4-2 and into a tie with Pittsburgh atop the AFC North while Houston saved its season to improve to 3-3. 

"I think it's good to get this out of the system,” head coach Marvin Lewis said. "We got caught up in whether we were going to challenge or not challenge and a lot of other things that really didn't matter instead of just playing football. Not focusing got us out of the game.” 

On offense, Carson Palmer was victimized by a bevy of drops from his receivers and tight ends while Cedric Benson, who came into the game as the league's leading rusher, was held to a season-low 44 yards on 16 carries. 

Benson was able to get to the outside on some plays, but he was unable to make many Texans miss tackles, except for his 10-yard TD run where he made a nice cutback run. In many ways it looked like a repeat of the Denver opener where there wasn't a lot of running room. 

For what it's worth, the unofficial count in the press box was about six dropped balls with wide receiver Andre Caldwell (three), tight end Daniel Coats (two) and wide receiver Laveranues Coles (one) getting into the act. 

The Bengals did move the ball well in the first half, but three penalties on the first two drives stalled any momentum. In the second half, the drops, turnovers and shoddy execution was back in its ugly form. 

"We had a number of things go wrong, whether it was a turnover or a missed block. It was just poor execution across the board,” said Palmer who was 23 of 35 for 259 yards with a TD and INT. 

So far this year, 51 of the Bengals' 118 points have happened in the last two minutes of the first half, regulation or overtime. Perhaps more interesting, the Bengals failed to score 24 points for the fifth time in six games this season and for the ninth time in Palmer's last 10 starts. 

Go back to the 2006 season and in Palmer's last 29 starts the number is 22 games without getting to 24 and they couldn't get there when they had 17 at the half. 

In other words, they have plenty to figure out with Chicago coming into town this week. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to Bengals.com staffer Geoff Hobson, the Bengals got no points out of the no-huddle offense last Sunday, but don't expect offensive coordinator Bob Bratkowski to put it into mothballs for very long. 

The Bengals opened with it in the second half and moved the ball from their 22 to the Texans 44 in the first three snaps before tight Coats coughed it up on a first-down pass that netted six yards. One of those plays was for 15 yards when wide receiver Chad Ochocinco got grabbed and drew an interference penalty in just the kind of matchup Bratkowski was looking for out of the no-huddle. 

"We were rolling; we kind of expected it,” Bratkowski said. "We went to the no-huddle with the thought of run and pass, get some run games and one-on-one matchups with receivers, and be balanced. It didn't work out that way. ..." 

Also according to Hobson, Sunday's limited time of possession (the Bengals had the ball for just 23:45 and 53 plays) not only prevented the Bengals from establishing the run, but also figured into rookie running back Bernard Scott not getting carries. And they want to get him carries. In the two games since he had six carries for 41 yards in Cleveland, Scott has had one carry for three yards and none last Sunday. 

"We've to get B. Scott more snaps," Bratkowski said. "We wanted to give him more plays (Sunday), but we had a short play count because we were coming off the field too fast and they were controlling the ball a lot. We couldn't stay on the field long enough to get B. Scott in the game.” 

Bratkowski admits there is never a perfect time to give the team's bell cow, Benson, a break. 

"You want Ced to get into the flow of the game, to get a feel for how the defense is playing,” he said. "Sometimes that can be up to 10 carries. Then you get to that point, ‘OK, let's make the flip,' but if Ced is really going well and making a lot of yards, then you get to the point, ‘Do we really want to make the change now and get Ced out of that?' Or, ‘We need to get B. Scott in for a couple of plays.' There's never that perfect time. ...” 

The Bengals did make sure they got Coles the ball early against the Texans after five games he's looked a bit uncertain about his role in catching 10 balls for a 7.8-yard average. 

Palmer's first two passes went to Coles for 15 yards and 18 yards (the first one got wiped out on a penalty), and he caught an eight-yard touchdown pass with some savvy tightroping on the back line before finishing with four catches for 40 yards. 

"We felt like we needed to get him going,” Bratkowski said. "We specifically put some things in to kind of get him jump-started. As the season goes on, we kind of need all hands on deck. ...” 

Palmer said the recent drops are frustrating, but he doesn't lose confidence in his receivers. 

"No one is trying to drop the ball. A lot of times it's just a lack of concentration,” Palmer said. "We have guys with good hands. It's something that can be fixed and will be fixed. There's been too many, but we'll get better.” 

In addition to his two drops, Coats also fumbled. He has two fumbles on the season and several dropped passes in the last three weeks. 

Due to the issues at tight end, questions about third-round pick Chase Coffman's chances of seeing playing are becoming more persistent. But that doesn't mean we'll see the youngster any time soon. 

When asked how close Coffman is to playing, offensive coordinator Bob Bratkowski said. "He could be pretty close to playing at some point here soon. Then you'll find out when and if he does, where he's at. What his strengths are and what we will be able to use him on.” 

Coffman played wide receiver in high school and as a tight end at Missouri, which utilizes the spread offense, he was more of a receiver than a lineman. So besides learning to play as a conventional tight end, where his hand is on the ground most of the time, Coffman has had to learn how to pick up the fine points of blocking, something he hasn't done often. 

Even if Coffman was active, Bratkowski sees a scenario where all three tight ends would be on the 45-man game day roster due to special teams needs. 

That makes finding a spot and taking another player at another position out of the mix even more difficult. 

Lewis has been happy with Coffman's progress, especially at the end of Friday practices where the number two units face each other. But he has not been pleased either with the play of Coats and J.P. Foschi. 

Whether it is enough to force a change remains to be seen. 

"There's been times when they've both done some good things but they are not as consistent as we would like,” Bratkowski said. "The dropped balls and fumbles are an issue and they have to come out of it. ...” 

Chad Ochocinco extended his streak of consecutive games with a reception to 111. Sunday he had five catches for 103 yards. ... 

Brian Leonard, who was inactive for the Houston game due to a groin injury, said he should be ready to go for Sunday's game against Chicago. ... 

After a promising start for Antwan Odom, his season ended on Sunday against the Texans after Lewis confirmed that the defensive end has a torn Achilles. The injury will be a big blow for the Bengals defense. Odom had eight sacks. ... 

And finally. ... Ochocinco has a new iPhone application that was created with the help of quarterback Jordan Palmer and breaks new ground for the media-savvy receiver. For $4.99, Ochocinco fans can follow his daily exploits in photos, videos and tweets. 

They can ask his advice on dating or anything else, send their own photos for posting, and track where he is each day when he's on the road. 

All Ochocinco, all the time. 

"If you can't fly here to chill with me you can with this app,” Ochocinco informed fans through a post on his Twitter account. 

Palmer and two of his friends formed a company that creates apps for athletes and entertainers. The Ochocinco app was months in the making, their most ambitious so far. 

There are sound bites in English and Spanish; a "What Would Ochocinco Do?” section; a place to post fan pictures; videos; a "Where's Ocho?” section that tracks his travels; a place for news and more. 
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QB: Carson Palmer, J.T. O'Sullivan , Jordan Palmer 
RB: Cedric Benson, Bernard Scott, Brian Leonard 
FB: Jeremi Johnson 
WR: Chad Ochocinco, Laveranues Coles, Chris Henry, Andre Caldwell, Jerome Simpson, Quan Cosby 
TE: Daniel Coats, J.P. Foschi, Chase Coffman 
PK: Shayne Graham 
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CLEVELAND BROWNS
Even thought Brady Quinn remained on the roster after Tuesday's trading deadline passed, that doesn't mean he'll be playing anytime soon regardless of how bad the offense has performed. 

Whenever the subject of Quinn replacing Derek Anderson is broached, Cleveland Plain Dealer reporter Mary Kay Cabot notes that head coach Eric Mangini "crushes it like a grape." 

Following Sunday's 27-14 loss to the Steelers, Mangini said, "I'm not looking to make a move [at quarterback], no." 

So, not only will Quinn be stuck in Cleveland even though he'd most likely welcome a trade, he'll be stuck on the bench for the foreseeable future. 

Cabot went on to suggest if you can't get playing time despite a starter who has tumbled to last in the NFL with a 41.7 rating -- behind even the struggling JaMarcus Russell (51.0) in Oakland -- the outlook is bleak indeed. 

Mangini's commitment to Anderson, coupled with some strong statements by Sport Illustrated's Peter King over the weekend, all point to the probable end of Quinn in Cleveland in the offseason. 

During halftime of the Notre Dame-USC game on Saturday, King stated in no uncertain terms that Quinn will not be back with the Browns next season. He interviewed Mangini and general manager George Kokinis last week. 

"Whether he goes or not [by today], he will not be on the Browns in 2010," King said. "I believe they've had enough of Brady Quinn -- Eric Mangini and George Kokinis." 

It's not known if Quinn's agent, Tom Condon, has asked the Browns to trade Quinn, but it wouldn't be surprising if the subject came up during the Oct. 7 trade of another Condon client, Braylon Edwards, to the Jets. 

Still, the Browns had no incentive for doing so. If they wait until after the bye week to play Quinn, they would avoid triggering $11 million in escalators -- so why pay him that much money if they don't know if he's their quarterback of the future? 

So. ... Fantasy owners might as well get used to the idea of seeing Anderson under center regardless of the team's success -- or more accurately, their lack thereof. 

Plagued by turnovers, missed tackles, more dropped passes and a defense that gave up 543 yards, the Browns continue to be mired in mediocrity. 

As Mangini struggled to find positives in his team's erratic performance, he chose instead to harp on the need to work on the little things to improve the bigger picture. 

"It doesn't happen overnight,” he said. "But it's got to keep going forward.” 

Among the little things the Browns could focus on would be catching the ball. Cleveland's receivers dropped at least eight passes one week after failing to catch eight throws in Buffalo. 

But as Associated Press sports writer Tom Withers notes, the passing attack is only one of many problems for an offense that has produced four touchdowns in the past 12 games. 

"There have been times where we've moved the ball really effectively,” Mangini said. "We have to do a much better job of not stopping ourselves whether it be with the dropped balls or some throws that are a little bit off, or it could be tightening up the protection or tightening up the routes -- all those things -- I think we can get better at that. 

"There were some positive things that I've seen throughout the course of Derek working at quarterback that I think will get better.” 

It's hard to imagine things getting much worse for the Browns (1-5), who will host Green Bay on Sunday. 

Statistically, Cleveland is near the bottom as the offense is ranked 31st, the defense 32nd -- next-to-last and last. 

Withers added: "Mangini's first season in Cleveland isn't half over and the Browns already have endured three years worth of drama." 

It's not even November and the Browns have changed quarterbacks; traded Edwards; lost three division games and had kick specialist extraordinaire Josh Cribbs grumble about the team's unwillingness to redo his contract. 

Oh yeah. ... And Rolling Stone magazine -- yes, Rolling Stone -- piled on this week, too. 

In its latest issue, the iconic music magazine stepped outside its usual arena with a harsh critique of Mangini, comparing him to Augustus Gloop, the fictional overeater in Roald Dahl's "Charlie and the Chocolate Factory" and calling his short coaching tenure in Cleveland "a sort of Hurricane Andrew of football mismanagement. ..." 

Given the current results, who am I to argue. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Cribbs played an expanded role in the offense, running the Wildcat formation on 13 offensive plays. The Browns ran on 11 of those plays and gained 57 yards. 

They threw one incomplete pass, and Cribbs also threw an interception. The formation was very effective early, and the Browns even broke the mold and ran some different plays from the formation. 

But the coaching staff got nervous after Cribbs' interception and only called three more Wildcat plays. 

With an offense struggling as badly as the Browns, it needs all the help it can get -- even if it is from a gimmick formation with Cribbs. 

"I think it's the type of thing that when it's going good will force the opponent to prepare for a few things," Mangini said. "I don't think it's going to be the cornerstone of our offense." 

Cribbs also returned a kickoff 98 yards for a touchdown. ... 

Receiver Mohamed Massaquoi started his day with another drop, but rebounded and played well in the second half. Massaquoi finished with five receptions for 83 yards, which for the Browns represents a huge offensive game. ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, tight end Steve Heiden missed the Steelers game with soreness in his surgically repaired knee. Heiden's blocking was missed against the Steelers variety of blitz packages. With him out, the Browns used Hank Fraley and Eric Steinbach often at tight end in an unsuccessful effort to get the running game going. 

Cleveland placed its leading tackler, linebacker D'Qwell Jackson, on injured reserve Tuesday, two days after he damaged his shoulder during the first half of a 27-14 loss at Pittsburgh. 

The Browns filled Jackson's roster spot by signing tight end Michael Gaines. 

The pickup of a tight end signals that regular tight ends Heiden and Robert Royal (hamstring) may not be ready for Sunday's game against Green Bay. 

Mangini said that he won't know either player's available until the end of the week. The same is likely true of kicker Phil Dawson, who appeared to be close to returning from a calf injury last week. He should be even closer this week. Billy Cundiff will remain on the roster until Dawson makes it back. ... 

Adding to the team's woes. ... About a dozen Browns players have been stricken with the flu, and Mangini will scale back practice Wednesday because the team is so shorthanded. 

Players who will sit out today include Jerome Harrison, Alex Mack, Anthony Madison, Brodney Pool, Shaun Rogers, Royal, Lawrence Vickers, Corey Williams and Kamerion Wimbley. 

"We'll cut back on some reps, take some plays off, and increase the time between reps," said Mangini. "We'll try to get the guys some extra rest, just be as vigilant as possible with this. A lot of these (cases) were new [Wednesday] morning." 

As for whether or not it's the H1N1 virus, Mangini said the team is looking into it, but might not be able to reveal those results because of medical laws. 

"We're being really aggressive preventatively," said Mangini. "We're trying to minimize the effects on the player and the rest of the group." 

He said all of the players with the flu have been sent home. ... 

And finally. ... Vickers, the team's starting fullback, caught Anderson's touchdown against Pittsburgh, which means the Browns have scored four touchdowns in six games this season. 

The significance of Vickers making the catch? It means that no Browns receiver or halfback has found the end zone this season. 
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QB: Derek Anderson, Brady Quinn, Brett Ratliff 
RB: Jamal Lewis, Jerome Harrison, Chris Jennings 
FB: Lawrence Vickers, Charles Ali 
WR: Mohamed Massaquoi, Mike Furrey, Chansi Stuckey, Josh Cribbs, Brian Robiskie 
TE: Robert Royal, Steve Heiden, Greg Estandia, Michael Gaines 
PK: Phil Dawson, Billy Cundiff 
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DALLAS COWBOYS
According to San Antonio Express-News beat man Tom Orsborn, eyes rolled last week when Tony Romo explained how the Dallas Cowboys were sitting pretty at 3-2 while the 5-0 clubs had something to worry about. 

"Every season, someone is getting crowned Super Bowl champion this time of year,” Romo said. "Some of the 5-0 teams are better than everybody else in the league right now. That's good. Let them get their awards for a few months here, but it will all be about which teams get better and are playing their best ball at the end of the year.” 

But Orsborn went on to note that Romo's rationalization only seemed laughable until New Orleans clobbered the New York Giants 48-27 on Sunday in a battle of unbeaten teams. 

The Saints torched the Giants' top-ranked defense, giving the Cowboys a jolt of NFC East hope coming out of their bye week. 

But for Dallas to take advantage of the opening and really make Romo look prophetic, it can't continue to commit so many costly mistakes. 

The Cowboys are expecting a boost this week from the likely return from injury of receiver Roy Williams (ribs), running back Felix Jones (knee) and safety Gerald Sensabaugh (thumb). 

But renewed health won't cure all of Dallas' ills. Really, it won't matter at all if the Cowboys continue to be undermined by penalties, turnovers, missed tackles and blown assignments. 

In its last game before the bye, Dallas committed an embarrassing 13 penalties in beating then-winless Kansas City in overtime. Against better competition, the Cowboys would have been doomed with all those infractions. 

Dallas returned to practice Monday after a three-day weekend determined to be a more disciplined team, a tall order considering it's one of the most penalized teams in the league (37 for 331 yards) and ranks near the bottom in turnover ratio (minus-4). 

"We feel strongly that if we minimize mistakes, we have a chance to be a pretty darn good ballclub,” Romo said. 

He has a point. ... And if they actually achieve that accomplishment, the Cowboys just might have a chance at playing their best ball at the end of the year -- when it means the most. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... As Dallas Morning News staffer Brandon George notes, with Jones returning to work this week after spraining his PCL on Sept. 28, all three Cowboys running backs were cleared to go full speed in practice and participate in all the drills. 

Starter Marion Barber, coming off a light week of practice, is now a month removed from straining his left quad muscle in Week 2 against the New York Giants. Third-string back Tashard Choice said Barber looked "healthier" Monday after a three-day weekend away from football. 

The last time the three running backs were cleared to go full speed in practice was Sept. 18, the Friday before the Giants' game. 

Choice said he was looking forward to having everyone ready to go against the Falcons on Sunday. 

"Oooh yeah, it's good to have the boys back, to have them back rolling," Choice said. "That makes our team better. [Romo] can just turn around and hand the ball off. We all three can go to work. That's good, and everybody can stay fresh that way." 

Jones wore a brace during Monday's light workout in which players wore jerseys and helmets but no pads. 

"He ran the ball well in a limited fashion," running backs coach Skip Peete said. "We'll see how he feels the rest of the week, but I thought he looked good." 

Even with Barber improving and Jones back in the mix, Choice is going to continue playing a significant role. He hasn't given coaches much. ... Well, choice. 

As Morning News staffer David Moore notes, Choice has amassed 402 more yards than Barber since Thanksgiving of last season and has 56 more touches in those 10 games. Jones is so far back he's not part of the discussion. 

"We've got to give him some touches," head coach Wade Phillips said of Choice. "We can't eliminate him. He makes plays." 

While his actual role will depend greatly on the health of Barber and Jones, Choice does know is that he's the Cowboys' third-down back. His ability to recognize defenses and explain protection schemes like a coach earned him the position. 

"I mean, he can come off the field and explain exactly what happened," Peete said. "He'll say, 'Hey coach, the defensive end came inside, the backer scraped outside, [Flozell Adams] did this so I did this.' 

"Not everybody can do that. He's very smart. We're fortunate to have a guy like that on third down where you get funky looks. He can adjust as the game goes on and picks blitzes up." 

And he can clearly do more as needed. 

In fact, Choice already has more carries than Barber and Jones combined over the last 10 games. 

Why change now? 

"We all know he's capable of being the guy," Peete said. "But to be successful, we need all of them. ..." 

Meanwhile, Fort Worth Star-Telegram beat writer Clarence Hill Jr. reports that even though the Cowboys have yet to make an official announcement, Miles Austin has replaced Patrick Crayton in the starting lineup opposite Williams. 

Austin took the bulk of the snaps with the first-team offense as the Cowboys returned to work Monday after last week's bye in preparation for Sunday's game against the Atlanta Falcons. 

Williams, who practiced for the first time since injuring his ribs against the Broncos and sitting out the Chiefs game, also worked with the first team. Crayton got most of his work as the third receiver. 

Receivers coach Ray Sherman stuck with the official company line when interviewed after practice. "Right now, we are going through practice," Sherman said. "We have to make that decision when it comes." 

According to Hill, Crayton confirmed the demotion but declined further comment because he didn't want to "say the wrong thing." 

The move is no surprise considering Austin's performance against the Chiefs. Replacing an injured Williams, Austin caught 10 passes for a team-record 250 yards and touchdowns of 59 and 60 yards. 

His 250 yards were more than Crayton (243) and Williams (214) have all season. 

Phillips said last week that Austin deserved to stay on the field when Williams returned. 

Now the key for Austin is to prove he can be a consistent threat. 

"It's good to see that he had a great game," Sherman said. "But now we got to forget about that and get ready for this one. He has to keep that up." 

Romo will have some say in that, of course. 

Romo has been an average quarterback at best so far this season. He has thrown just six touchdown passes with four interceptions and has a passer rating of 86.5. Time to pick up the pace. 

Another candidate to help Romo get on track? 

How about tight end Jason Witten, whose lack of opportunities in the red zone has become glaring. 

As Moore noted Wednesday, Witten is a Pro Bowl fixture. He's the Cowboys most accomplished route runner and Romo's primary target. So, how many times has Romo thrown to Witten in the red zone the last three games? 

Zero. 

The Cowboys have ignored Witten in the red zone while throwing to Austin, Sam Hurd, Williams, Crayton, Choice and Martellus Bennett the last three games. Witten was held on the line of scrimmage to block -- twice -- in the team's unsuccessful bid to score at the end of the loss to Denver. 

"We have to get a Witten or a guy matched up that we think can beat somebody and go to them," Phillips said. "Witten has always been a guy, but getting a feel for all the receivers and who can do what I think is important." 

Seems like we all have a better feel for what those other guys can do at this point. Let's get Witten back in the mix. 
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QB: Tony Romo, Jon Kitna, Stephen McGee 
RB: Marion Barber, Felix Jones, Tashard Choice 
FB: Deon Anderson 
WR: Roy Williams, Miles Austin, Patrick Crayton, Sam Hurd, Kevin Ogletree 
TE: Jason Witten, Martellus Bennett, John Phillips 
PK: Nick Folk, David Buehler 
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DENVER BRONCOS
As the Sports Xchange noted on Tuesday, the Broncos needed to make a statement to the Chargers after losing five of six to their division rival, including four losses by at least 20 points. 

By beating the Chargers 34-23, the Broncos have a stranglehold on the AFC West. They lead by three-and-a-half games. "We're a different team," cornerback Champ Bailey said. "They didn't know what to expect. 

Now, maintaining their hunger and focus despite a 6-0 start and huge lead in the AFC West will be a challenge. 

The fact that Denver blew a three-game lead with three to play last year might help. After beating San Diego, the Broncos were excited but realistic that they had a long season ahead of them after their Week 7 bye. 

"It's as good as we can be right now," quarterback Kyle Orton said. 

And that's an irrefutable fact. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Eddie Royal didn't have a catch against San Diego, but for once nobody was asking why the Broncos receiver was not involved in the offense. 

This after Royal became the sixth player since 1970 and the first player in Broncos history to return a punt and kickoff for a touchdown in the same game. 

Royal was drafted to bring some life to Denver's special teams, although that has been mostly forgotten after his record-breaking rookie season as a receiver. 

The Broncos are using Royal on returns because he has the best ball security of any of Denver's candidates. 

"He can make some big plays," head coach Josh McDaniels said. "He made two huge ones for us (against the Chargers)." 

Royal got a lot of help on his big plays, thanks to Denver's improved special teams. Each time he got up a head of steam and ran through the Chargers untouched, through some great blocking in front of him. 

"Eddie definitely has the skills to take it to the house every time, but it's the guys up front blocking for him," cornerback Champ Bailey said. ... 

According to Denver Post staffer Mike Klis, McDaniels relieved Royal of his offensive duties for the rest of the first half -- after the second TD return early in the second quarter. According to Denver Post staffer Mike Klis, whether it's his tailbacks, receivers or returners, McDaniels believes in keeping the legs of skill position players fresh. ... 

Orton didn't throw any interceptions against the Chargers, continuing a fantastic run. Orton has thrown only one interception this season and that was on a Hail Mary pass. He kept the chains moving with accurate short passes, and threw a couple of touchdowns. 

As the Xchange suggests, Orton is a perfect example of why the Broncos are on the roll -- they are playing to their quarterback's strengths and not putting him in positions to fail. ... 

Denver cracked 100 yards rushing, but its running game labored against a Chargers defense that hadn't played the run well. Knowshon Moreno started but didn't have a carry better than six yards. 

Correll Buckhalter returned to the lineup after missing a game with an ankle injury but did not start. Still, Buckhalter had 10 carries to Knowshon Moreno's 18. 

A similar split should be the norm going forward. ... 

Meanwhile, with the Chargers focused on keeping Brandon Marshall (five catches, 49 yards) in check, tight end Tony Scheffler (six catches, 101 yards and a touchdown) and Brandon Stokley (three catches, 24 yards and a touchdown) did exactly what they were supposed to do: Step up. 

Again, as Orton pointed out, things are working pretty well for the Broncos -- including their defense which has emerged as one of the league's stingiest and most disruptive units. 
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The Broncos are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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DETROIT LIONS
Matthew Stafford missed a second consecutive game Sunday at Green Bay, two weeks after suffering a partially dislocated right kneecap in an Oct. 4 loss at Chicago. But as Detroit News beat writer John Niyo reports, when Stafford returns remains a mystery, especially after an abbreviated return to practice last week might have set back his recovery. 

Stafford, who started the first four games, took about half the practice reps Wednesday, then sat out Thursday and Friday, reportedly after experiencing more swelling in the knee. 

As a result, the Lions sent a new MRI of Stafford's injured knee to be examined by orthopedic surgeon Dr. James Andrews in Birmingham, Ala., ESPN insider Chris Mortensen reported Sunday. 

"It's just gossip," general manager Martin Mayhew said of Mortensen's report. "I'm not going to comment on it, or give it any credence or credibility by making a statement about it." 

According to Niyo, Stafford didn't have much to say after Sunday's game, either. But he said he had no plans to visit Dr. Andrews, and when asked if he was concerned his knee might require surgery -- and if so, that likely would be the end of his rookie season -- the rookie quarterback quickly answered, "No." 

Head coach Jim Schwartz declined to make any specific comments on when, or if, Stafford would be ready to play again. He was inactive Sunday for a second straight week, listed as the emergency third quarterback. 

"I don't think I've ever put a timetable on when he's coming back," Schwartz said. "I'm not gonna discuss his prognosis or his status or anything else going forward. He has a knee (injury), he hasn't been able to play the last two weeks, (and) he got where he wasn't able to warm up today. We'll see if we can get him back on the field next week." 

Stafford didn't speak to reporters late in the week, but after practicing Wednesday, he said of his knee, "I can feel it a little bit. But it's just taking it day to day again this week, trying to see if I can do anything tomorrow. That's the main thing, to try and make sure it doesn't blow up (with swelling)." 

On Sunday, he had the knee heavily wrapped but appeared to move around fine as he tossed a football with backup quarterback Drew Stanton during pregame warmups. ... 

Meanwhile, Daunte Culpepper suffered a "slight pull" of his right hamstring on the second play from scrimmage in the third quarter, a 5-yard scramble he cut short. 

"I felt it kind of tweak, and I think the best thing I did was I pulled up when I was running," Culpepper said. "Had I continued to run, I might've severely pulled it. It's a tweak right now and we'll see how it feels tomorrow and the next day." 

With Culpepper out, Drew Stanton got his first regular-season snaps the rest of the way. But Stanton, who missed the start of the season after undergoing arthroscopic knee surgery Sept. 1, didn't fare much better. 

He was 0-for-3 with a tipped interception on his first two series, was sacked three times, and threw another interception in the end zone, finishing 5-of-11 for 57 yards. 

Who was better? Stanton's passer rating for the day was 22.0; Culpepper's 22.3. ... 

Calvin Johnson did not play Sunday because of a right knee injury. He is expected to return after the bye week. 

Kevin Smith broke 19- and 20-yard runs, the kind of big runs Schwartz said he wanted. But as the Sports Xchange noted, those runs made no impact, and Smith gained only 22 yards on 13 other carries. The Lions had only 78 rushing yards. 

Bottom line? There's no shortage of things to work on and questions to answer during the bye week. In fact, probably more than can be dealt with in such a short time. 
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The Lions are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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GREEN BAY PACKERS
As Milwaukee Journal-Sentinel beat writer Tom Silverstein framed it Monday, "The Green Bay Packers' offense is back. 

"Except for the seven penalties that cost it 51 yards. And the two dropped passes. And the five sacks. And the two turnovers. And the five shots in the red zone that yielded one touchdown. And the inability to run the ball in the first half. 

"Other than that, the offense is back. ..." 

Silverstein went on to explain the Packers' 26-0 victory over the Lions was that kind of game. 

At the same time they were running up 435 yards and 23 first downs, the Packers were playing down to the level of the injury-wrecked Lions and showing that the bye week did not do a lot to cure all of the ills that plagued them the first quarter of the season. 

"We had 430 yards," offensive coordinator Joe Philbin said. "Some teams would be happy with that, but we're just not very efficient. You don't have to be an offensive coordinator to see that. ... We have to do a better job." 

Silverstein went on to suggest that getting excited about the offensive performance would be foolhardy given the Lions were without three of their four starting defensive linemen and suffered injuries to two others during the game. 

The Lions were coming off a scrappy performance against the Steelers, but the Packers were at home, coming off a bye and nearly at full strength on the offensive line. 

Aaron Rodgers completed 29 of 37 passes for 358 yards and two touchdowns with one interception, resulting in a 113.7 passer rating. 

But as has been the story often in Rodgers' short starting career, statistics don't tell the whole story. 

The Packers easily should have had three more touchdowns, but protection breakdowns and poor decisions on Rodgers' part resulted in something other than pay dirt. Though Rodgers was mostly accurate and hit tight end Jermichael Finley and receivers Donald Driver, James Jones and Greg Jennings for big gains, he did have an interception. 

The rest of the offense, meanwhile, contributed to putting the Packers in bad down-and-distances with sacks and penalties. 

Finally, the running game looked stuck in mud until the fourth quarter when Ryan Grant helped run out the clock with 11 carries for 62 yards. Until then, he had managed just 13 carries for 28 yards, just barely 2 yards per carry. 

"We want to clean things up on our end," Grant said. "You can see we're moving the ball pretty well, but we need to finish. That's the difference in the team that takes the next step, being able to capitalize with touchdowns instead of field goals. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... Chad Clifton aggravated a right ankle sprain Sunday, putting his status in question for the next game. Head coach Mike McCarthy also said that tackle Mark Tauscher would need at least another week of rehab before he was ready to practice in full and would not be available to play Sunday. 

The same goes for wide receiver Jordy Nelson, who had put together strong back-to-back games and had a 100-yard kickoff return Sunday called back because of a penalty. Nelson will be out several weeks with a knee sprain. He needed the aid of crutches Monday. 

Nelson was hurt in the first quarter after muffing a punt and did not return. 

As a result, Jones, who had been sharing time with Nelson, will become the full-time No. 3 receiver. Jones had his best game of the season against the Lions, catching two passes for 55 yards, including a 47-yard touchdown. ... 

Nine players finished with catches Sunday and Driver led the way on a momentous day for the team's most-tenured player. His first of a season-high seven receptions broke a stalemate with Sterling Sharpe for Green Bay's career catches record. 

Driver totaled 107 receiving yards, culminating with an incredible one-handed grab (his second of the season) for 37 yards in the third quarter. ... 

Jennings, who drew some attention with his comments about wanting the ball last week, was featured early and often in the Packers' offense. He was targeted by Rodgers on four passes in the first quarter alone, including a one-handed grab on Green Bay's opening drive that went for 26 yards but likely would have been a touchdown had he not stumbled. 

Jennings finished with eight targets and six catches for 64 yards. ... 

Meanwhile, all the Packers receivers combined for three more drops, bringing the season total to 17. ... 

In a rather surprising development, the Packers signed veteran running back Ahman Green to a contract on Wednesday morning. 

Faced with a need at the position after third-down back DeShawn Wynn hurt his knee, the Packers turned to Green, who has been out of football since being cut by Houston in February. He left the Packers to sign with the Texans as a free agent for the 2007 season but struggled, gaining 554 yards in 14 games over two seasons. 

Green needs 46 more yards to surpass Jim Taylor's franchise rushing record of 8,207. 

Wynn was placed on injured reserve. 

The Packers also looked at Dominic Rhodes before deciding on Green. 

Green is likely to move in as a change-of-pace back who could spell Grant. According to Silverstein, the Packers can't count on Brandon Jackson to fill that role because he has been injured so much. 

Green was a logical choice because he played one season in McCarthy's zone run system. ... 

And finally this week. ... After drawing 13 penalties for 130 yards, the Packers moved into second place in the NFL in most penalties per game. 

McCarthy continues to say that the pre-snap infractions bother him a lot, but that the others are just part of football. He said he doesn't see players making the same penalties every game, and he thinks it's something that can be overcome. 

"We educate our players and, once again, our players attempt to play within the rules," he said. "You see that. I don't see a bunch of flagrant, undisciplined individuals." 
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QB: Aaron Rodgers, Matt Flynn 
RB: Ryan Grant, Brandon Jackson, Ahman Green 
FB: Korey Hall, John Kuhn, Quinn Johnson 
WR: Greg Jennings, Donald Driver, James Jones, Brett Swain, Jordy Nelson 
TE: Donald Lee, Jermichael Finley, Spencer Havner 
PK: Mason Crosby 
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HOUSTON TEXANS
When head coach Gary Kubiak handed out game balls Sunday, it was hard to argue against quarterback Matt Schaub getting one. 

Just ask the Cincinnati Bengals. 

Schaub threw for 392 yards and four touchdowns to spark the Texans to a 28-17 victory. 

"They played a lot of zone, and we felt like we could attack it,” said Andre Johnson, who took a quick screen 59 yards on the Texans' first play. "We played a full 60 minutes for the first time this season. Today showed what kind of team we can be.” 

Indeed, Schaub ignited a 472-yard offensive performance that included 7-of-14 success on third down and 36:15 of possession time despite the running game's producing only 87 yards. 

Johnson had 135 yards on eight catches. Two of Owen Daniels' seven receptions were good for touchdowns. Even running back Steve Slaton reached triple digits in receiving yardage. 

Limited to 43 yards on 19 carries, Slaton had six catches for 102 yards, including a 38-yard touchdown. 

"Steve was really into the game,” Johnson said. "He was talking in the huddle. He was real excited. He was having fun.” 

So were his teammates. 

"We have so many weapons to utilize by throwing the ball,” Daniels said. "Even when we're not running the ball well, we find a way to move down the field by using the pass.” 

But according to Houston Chronicle staffer John McClain, the Texans could have scored another 21 points. 

They wasted Johnson's 59-yard gain on their first play when Kris Brown had a 28-yard field goal blocked. They started possessions at midfield, the Cincinnati 48 and the Bengals' 41 and had to punt all three times. 

"We left a lot out there, and we don't like doing that," offensive tackle Eric Winston said. "We did what we were supposed to do, though." 

And it's always nice to leave room for improvement -- as long as it's in the wake of a four-TD effort. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... There's no denying the team's rushing attack hasn't been as productive as last season. The Texans averaged 115.4 yards rushing last season compared to 77.3 this season. 

As a rookie last season, Slaton rushed for 1,282 yards, averaged 4.8 per carry and scored nine touchdowns. He had 1,659 yards from scrimmage. 

In the Texans' 3-3 start, including Sunday's win over the Bengals, Slaton has 91 carries for 274 yards, a 3-yard average per carry. But he ranks 10th in the NFL in yards from scrimmage because Kubiak and offensive coordinator Kyle Shanahan have used him in the passing game. 

"He had (145) yards in the (Cincinnati) game, so he was very productive,” Kubiak said about Slaton's 102 yards receiving and 43 rushing. "It's a way of getting him more touches. The big plays Steve made in the passing game were big. 

"We have to continue to push our running game. Like I said, (31) carries and 40 throws. There is some balance there, even though yardage-wise, it was all on the passing end.” 

Slaton is third on the team with 23 catches for 282 yards. His 12.3-yard average per catch is outstanding for a running back. He has two touchdown catches and one rushing TD. 

Slaton's 556 yards from scrimmage are 10th in the NFL and second on the Texans. He trails Johnson's 572. 

Among running backs, McClain notes that Slaton ranks eighth in yards from scrimmage. His 282 yards receiving are second among backs to Baltimore's Ray Rice (33 catches, 325 yards). 

Slaton's 12.3 yards per catch ranks first among backs with at least 20 receptions and second to San Diego's Darren Sproles (12.6 on 16 catches). 

McClain went on to note that what worries the coaches more than the lack of an effective running game is Slaton's propensity to drop the ball. He's lost three fumbles in six games. 

"That's what concerns me more than anything with Steve,” Kubiak said. "He's playing hard. He's much better in pass protection, but he's put the ball on the ground throughout these first six games, so that's very concerning. 

"We've got to do some things. We've got to get his attention from that standpoint. Obviously, (fumbles) can get you beat.” 

Running backs coach Chick Harris is going to work overtime with Slaton in practice this week. 

"Get everybody on the practice field yanking at the ball,” Kubiak said. "Basically, working him over during practice, making him pay more attention to just protecting the ball. 

"Throughout the week, Chick can do some drills with him, either before or after practice. It's something Steve has got to get corrected. ...” 

Chris Brown came off the bench to rush for 45 yards on nine carries Sunday. His 5-yard average dwarfed Slaton's 2.3. 

Brown got most of his yards in the fourth quarter. He replaced Slaton after the fumble, and the Texans were trying to move the ball and run out the clock. 

"I'm going to continue with the role I see Chris in,” Kubiak said. "Obviously, Chris responded (against the Bengals). He was much better, especially good at the end of that game. Chris was very effective in what we asked him to do. ...” 

While the Texans seem to be pleased enough with Slaton and Brown, they used Tuesday work out six free-agent running backs. 

According to Profootballtalk.com, the list was: Lorenzo Booker, Thomas Brown, Julius Crosslin, Kyle Eckel, Patrick Allen and Ryan Torain. 

In addition to Slaton, Brown and Ryan Moats, the three backs on the active roster, Arian Foster and Chris Henry are currently on the team's practice squad. 

Schaub threw for 119 yards in the first quarter and 203 in the first half. It was the fourth time this season he's thrown for more than 200 yards in the first half. 

He threw for over 300 yards for the fourth time this season, tying the team record he set last season. ... 

Even though Brown has had two field goals blocked in the last two games, Kubiak isn't concerned with Brown being able to convert field goals. 

"I thought Kris had been struggling on his kickoffs a little bit, but he kicked the ball much better (at Cincinnati),” Kubiak said. "Our problem with the field goal is protection right now, and that stems from this offensive line issue we have with some of these new young guys coming in. 

"We've got to get some extensive work on that this week because that can obviously cost you a game. 

"I believe in our kicking game. Our special teams have been good, but we definitely have some things to improve upon. ...” 

And finally. ... The Texans have allowed 135 yards rushing over their last three games. Only Arizona has allowed fewer. The Texans are also leading the NFL by forcing opponents to go three-and-out on 27 possessions and the defense has recovered a fumble in five consecutive games, a team record. 

There's something to be said for a defense that gets such a potent offense back on the field. 
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QB: Matt Schaub, Rex Grossman, Dan Orlovsky 
RB: Steve Slaton, Chris Brown, Ryan Moats 
FB: Vonta Leach 
WR: Andre Johnson, Kevin Walter, Jacoby Jones, David Anderson, Andre' Davis, Glenn Martinez 
TE: Owen Daniels, Joel Dreessen, Anthony Hill, James Casey 
PK: Kris Brown 
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INDIANAPOLIS COLTS
As SI.com's Peter King framed it Monday: "And on the sixth week, he rested. ..." 

Through five games, Peyton Manning is on pace to set NFL records in two of the most significant categories for a quarterback: 

Yards: 5,264. (The record is 5,084, by Dan Marino, 1984.) 

Completion percentage: 73.5. (The record is 70.6 by Ken Anderson, 1982.) 

He's on pace to be sacked a career-low six times, and he's doing this with two new receivers among his top four targets. 

Reggie Wayne and Dallas Clark, obviously are 1-2, but rookie Austin Collie and last year's sixth-round pick, Pierre Garcon, are playing meaningful minutes. 

And the schedule's conducive to record-setting. 

Seven of the Colts' remaining 11 games will be played in total climate-control (home and the Jones Dome), with an eighth in Houston, where the threat of weather will result in closing the roof. 

The Colts could luck out on the road weather-wise: Nov. 22 at Baltimore and Dec. 17 at Jacksonville. 

The one game likely to be in poor weather, Jan. 3 at Buffalo, could be moot if the Colts have clinched a first-round bye by then. 

King correctly suggests that head coach Jim Caldwell could play Manning a quarter or less under those circumstances -- unless the Marino yardage record is on the line that day. ... 

All in all, things are going well. 

But that doesn't mean those involved are satisfied. 

Even with Manning's completion percentage at a record-breaking level, Wayne is looking for more. 

"We're looking to be perfect," the three-time Pro Bowl receiver said, "and we're not there, yet. We can do better." 

Better than the league-leading 73.5 clip Manning takes into Sunday's game against the winless St. Louis Rams? 

"There's more," said Wayne, ever the critic. "We've had a few drops. Shoot, I've had three." 

Wayne does have a point. And as Indianapolis Star beat man Mike Chappell reminded readers on Tuesday, it was never more evident than against the Titans. 

Manning missed on three of his first six throws, then completed 33 of the last 38. At one point, he delivered 16 consecutive completions spread among five receivers. 

Caldwell has been a big part of Manning's development. He served as quarterbacks coach from 2002 through last season. Despite having seen so much over the years, he described Manning's current efficiency as "exceptional." 

Can Manning maintain such a torrid pace? 

"That is a difficult task," Caldwell said. "There are so many things that go into that. It's pass protection. It's the guys catching it when you throw it and you putting it in the right spot." 

Even so, Caldwell conceded Manning is "doing things unlike he's ever done them before." 

Not surprisingly, it's difficult to draw Manning into one of those "He's on pace to. ..." discussions. 

"It's early," he said. 

But while some projections are risky, others aren't. The Colts' passing game, Manning insisted, isn't doing anything extraordinary that might threaten its efficiency as the season unfolds. 

"We're really running a lot of the same plays," he said. 

Senior offensive coordinator Tom Moore and receivers coach/assistant head coach Clyde Christensen collaborate on an offense that's not only making full use of Manning's wide receivers -- Wayne, Collie and Garcon have been the targets for 53.6 percent of Manning's attempts -- but of Clark and running backs Joseph Addai and Donald Brown, as well. 

At Tennessee, Addai set a career best with 10 receptions. 

Most essentially were "extended handoffs" that helped supplement the running game. 

According to Chappell, that segment of the passing game -- Addai has caught 26 of the 28 passes sent his direction -- has enhanced Manning's completion percentage. But the passing game remains aggressive (9.09 yards per attempt). Manning already has five completions that have gained at least 40 yards. 

"I feel like we're being creative," Manning said. 

"We're calling some plays that have a chance (for big gains), but you always have that answer if downfield isn't there." 

Whatever the play, the key is execution for a passing game based on timing. It's receivers being in the right place at the right time. Moore and Christensen harp on players being on top of the details. 

"A lot of times," Manning said, "you're throwing before (the receiver) comes out of his break. You don't have great vision all the time, so they have to be in that spot. ..." 

So far they've pretty much been where they're supposed to be when they're supposed to be there. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... I'll go ahead and suggest it's a good thing the passing attack has been so effective because the rushing attack hasn't. 

Indianapolis is averaging 79.8 yards per game on the ground (3.3 yards per rush). But the Colts' ground game is considerably better at this point of the season than it was at any point a year ago. 

Indianapolis has remained relatively injury free along the offensive line, which is a good thing. Addai, who had surgery during the offseason, has shown flashes of his rookie year experience. 

Brown, meanwhile, has been as good as advertised while bringing a big-play ability the coaches are tapping into with regularity. 

On the whole, the running game remains a work in progress but I suspect it will come around down the stretch when it's needed most. ... 

Receiver Anthony Gonzalez (knee) continues to rehab the knee that he sprained in the Colts' season-opening win over Jacksonville. He had hoped to be ready to return against the Rams, but has yet to go through any work in practice since the injury. 

It's not yet known if he will be able to play Sunday at St. Louis but it's not looking good. 

And finally. ... In case you missed it last week, Adam Vinatieri (knee) will be sidelined for the next four to eight weeks as he recovers from surgery performed last week to remove cartilage from his right knee. It's the same knee that Vinatieri had surgery on this past offseason. 

Former Raven Matt Stover has been signed to handle the placement work in Vinatieri's absence. 
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QB: Peyton Manning, Jim Sorgi, Curtis Painter 
RB: Joseph Addai, Donald Brown, Mike Hart, Chad Simpson 
FB: Gijon Robinson 
WR: Reggie Wayne, Pierre Garcon, Austin Collie, Hank Baskett, Anthony Gonzalez 
TE: Dallas Clark, Jacob Tamme, Tom Santi 
PK: Matt Stover, Adam Vinatieri 
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JACKSONVILLE JAGUARS
David Garrard, Mike Sims-Walker, Torry Holt and Maurice Jones-Drew etched their name alongside the likes of Fred Taylor, Jimmy Smith, Keenan McCardell and Mark Brunell in the team's record book during Sunday's 23-20 overtime win versus the Rams. 

The Jaguars racked up 492 yards of offense, the fourth-highest total in team history and the most since 2000. 

They gained 166 yards on the ground and 326 through the air. The franchise record for offensive production is 538 yards, was set in 1996. 

"When we're running and protecting, I think we're able to generate offense like that,” said Jaguars coach Jack Del Rio. "It was good to see.” 

For just the third time in franchise history and the first time since 2000, the Jags finished a contest with a 300-yard passer (Garrard with 335 yards), two receivers with more than 100 yards receiving (Sims-Walker, 120 yards; Holt, 101) and a 100-yard rusher (Jones-Drew, 133). 

"The o-line backed me up, David threw 300 yards to Torry and Mike Sims-Walker and the defense stepped up when we were struggling,” Jones-Drew said. "It was a total team effort.” 

Jones-Drew had complained last week about the offense abandoning its smashmouth approach. His 33 carries against the Rams was a career high. 

Sims-Walker, a week after being inactive for violating a team rule, caught a career-high nine passes. He's notched two of his three career 100-yard receiving games this season. ... 

Hey, it was a strong performance against an opponent that gives up big totals on a weekly basis. But the fact the game went into overtime has to be a little worrisome. 

Let's see if the Jags can use the bye week to figure out how to get it done against better opposition. ... 

For what it's worth. ... The Jaguars will practice Wednesday and Thursday and have the weekend off. Del Rio cautioned the players that they represent the team, the community and themselves and they should avoid off-the-field incidents during the down time. 

Always wonder why a coach might feel the need to let that warning to his players slip out for public consumption? Seems like a sure sign he expects somebody to get in trouble. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Sunday's game against the Rams was personal for Holt, who played 10 seasons for St. Louis before signing a free agent contract with Jacksonville in April. 

And Holt made the most of his first encounter with his former team, grabbing five passes for 101 yards. It was the first time in nearly two years that the veteran receiver topped the 100-yard mark. 

It was his 47th career 100-yard receiving day. 

"First and foremost, it was good to get the win. If there was any game on the calendar that I wanted to get, it was this one,” Holt said. "And the goal of getting 100 yards? I haven't done that in so long, it was good to finally break that mark. 

"That's what I'm use to, it's what I've become accustomed to, so that was good to hit that mark. 2007 was the last time? That's absolutely terrible. That's not all my fault, you can't say that's all my fault,” he added laughing. 

Holt drew praise from one of his former teammates. 

"Torry has a lot of juice left. He's the consummate professional,” Rams cornerback Ron Bartell said. "He played well and they played well. He's moved on and he's happy. ...” 

Kicker Josh Scobee's 36-yard field goal in overtime was the fifth game-winner of his career. Two of the five were kicks in overtime. 

"I have a routine in my mind and physically that I go through,” Scobee said. "I take my steps and tell myself to kick it right down the middle. Then all my thoughts are gone. I don't give myself time for negative thoughts to creep in.” 

Scobee has made 8 of 12 field goal attempts this season but his misses are from 63, 55 and 58 yards and he had a 46-yarder blocked when the blocking broke down. 

One last note here: Jones-Drew has scored 48 touchdowns in his last 51 games. 
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The Jaguars are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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KANSAS CITY CHIEFS
The Chiefs enjoyed their first Victory Monday of the 2009 season after leaving Washington with a 14-6 decision over the Redskins. 

While he got the perfunctory Gatorade shower on the sideline and the locker room at FedEx Field was a happy one, head coach Todd Haley said it wasn't until he got on the bus to head to the airport that he realized his head coaching record no longer included a zero. 

"I turned my phone on and saw as many messages there as when I got the job (back in February), then it kind of hit me," Haley said. "First it hit me that a lot more people than I thought cared about me, or were pretending to. Then it was the fact we won." 

Haley didn't go overboard in celebration because "it didn't feel like we were a 0-5 team," he said. "We weren't acting like a 0-5 team. When we were in the locker room after the game, it felt like this is what we should have been doing." 

Their chances of continued success, while clearly limited, improve greatly if Dwayne Bowe continues to play well. 

Bowe finally hauled in some big receptions against Washington. He had six receptions and went over 100 yards for the first time since the season-ending game in Cincinnati last year. 

As Kansas City Star beat writer Adam Teicher noted, Bowe supplied several big plays, with none more important than his 32-yard catch and run late in the game that allowed the Chiefs to rest easy near the end of their 14-6 win over Washington on Sunday. 

Afterward, he didn't sound much like the Bowe of old. This Bowe was far more humble. 

"There's no more old D. Bowe,” he said, indicating his days of often excessive self-promotion are over. "It's time to build a new D. Bowe. There was nothing wrong with the old D. Bowe, but this is a new D. Bowe.” 

As always with Bowe, Teicher notes there was some bad with the good. 

The former first-round pick dropped some passes, he missed a block on a play that otherwise would have been a touchdown for Matt Cassel and he went out of bounds on his 32-yard gain when the Chiefs wanted to keep the clock moving. 

The encouraging part to the Chiefs was that Bowe was aware of it all. 

"I left a lot of plays out there,” he said. "I was pressing, trying to make a big play. Even on that 32-yard slant, I should have stayed inbounds. I've got to be a smarter player in situations like that.” 

Teicher went on to remind readers that Bowe has been a reclamation project for Haley since the wideout showed up overweight for the start of off-season workouts. Bowe was even demoted for a time during preseason, and Haley tried to get him to work harder and take his job more seriously. 

Bowe said he's gotten the point and is happy for the attention -- however negative -- Haley has given him. But he insisted the creation of a new Bowe is his own idea and not Haley's. 

"This is what I want,” he said. "But coach Haley is trying to get greatness out of me and I understand it now, so that's what I'm trying to do. It's all showing out on the field. 

"He knows what it takes. He built (Arizona wide receiver Larry Fitzgerald) up to be as great as he is, and he's trying to do that with me. I see it and I know it and I'm trying to get there.” 

As Teicher pointed out, it hadn't shown itself on the field until Sunday. In the first five games, Bowe had three touchdowns and only twice caught as many as five passes in a game. 

But this was the first time he clearly asserted himself as Cassel's favorite receiver. 

"All week we had a great week of practice,” Bowe said. "He kept telling me, ‘I'm going to come to you so be looking out.'” 

Meanwhile, as Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio pointed out, Bowe's performance came at a time when rumors are rampant that he was available as the trade deadline loomed. 

So was he motivated by the rumors? As it turns out, no. 

Bowe was motivated by a specific threat, from Haley. 

A league source told Florio that Haley tore into Bowe early in Sunday's game, urging Bowe to pick up his game and threatening to trade Bowe if he didn't. ... 

Bowe did and he's still a Chief the day after the league's trade deadline. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Larry Johnson ran for a season-high 83 yards in 23 carries. While the Chiefs weren't able to carve out consistent room for Johnson's runs, he was able to spring four gains of 10 yards or more. 

"It felt good to go out make runs that were over 5, 6, 7, 8 yards out there,” Johnson said. ... 

Rookie kicker Ryan Succop hit all four of his field goals to be the star of the game Sunday and to further solidify his status as a long-term solution at the position. 

One of Succop's kicks was blocked during last week's loss against Dallas, but he has been good on all his other tries. 

According to the Sports Xchange, Succop had such an impact on Sunday's result that, when Cassel awarded a game ball to Haley after his first victory, the coach turned and gave the ball to Succop. ... 

Cassel hasn't thrown an interception since Sept. 20 against Oakland. He has attempted 133 consecutive passes without a pick. ... 

Running back Kolby Smith returned to practice Wednesday, hitting the field for the first time since injuring his knee and having surgery midway through last season. 

Now that he's practicing, the Chiefs have three weeks to decide whether to activate Smith. If they decline to do so within that three-week period, he can't play or practice the rest of the season. ... 

And finally. ... The Chiefs' defense allowed six points Sunday, the fewest since shutting out San Francisco in October 2006. They allowed seven first downs, the fewest since holding San Diego to six in September 1998. 
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QB: Matt Cassel, Brodie Croyle, Matt Gutierrez 
RB: Larry Johnson, Jamaal Charles, Dantrell Savage, Kolby Smith 
FB: Mike Cox 
WR: Dwayne Bowe, Bobby Wade, Mark Bradley, Bobby Engram, Terrance Copper, Quinten Lawrence 
TE: Sean Ryan, Leonard Pope, Brad Cottam, Jake O'Connell 
PK: Ryan Succop 
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MIAMI DOLPHINS
According to Associated Press sports writer Steven Wine, the Dolphins were threatening to score, and Chad Henne hesitated halfway between the huddle and the bench, waiting to see whether the coaches wanted him in the game for the next snap. 

Henne looked to the sideline, started for the huddle, then reversed direction and trotted off the field. 

The Dolphins' Wildcat keeps everyone guessing, even their quarterback. 

Wine went on to note that Miami is using the throwback formation more than ever, to the consternation of the competition. And for the second year in a row, the wildcat has helped revive the Dolphins' season. 

They used the package 16 times Monday, including on their final play to score the winning touchdown with 6 seconds left in a pivotal game against the New York Jets. With the victory, the Dolphins climbed back into contention in the AFC East, reaching their bye week at 2-3 after an 0-3 start. 

Teams dislike losing to the single wing. Jets linebacker Calvin Pace complained the wildcat was nonsense, and coach Rex Ryan belittled it as a gimmick that reminded him of college. 

Triggerman Ronnie Brown's response: "It works for us.” 

Skeptics question the staying power of a package that dates back a century and poses little passing threat. Many NFL teams have played copycat and tried the Wildcat, with little success. 

But the Dolphins are using it 13 percent of the time, compared with 11 percent a year ago, when the Wildcat launched an improbable run to the postseason. They've used it five plays in a row. They've deployed it even on third and long -- and made the first down. 

In all, Miami has snapped directly to running backs Brown or Ricky Williams 45 times this season, throwing only twice but still averaging 7.1 yards per play. 

"You tell me what other offense is going around like that,” offensive coordinator Dan Henning says. 

Against the Jets, the Dolphins established a new high with their 16 wildcat snaps, which gained 110 yards. They threw from the formation for the first time this year, and Brown's 21-yard completion started a touchdown drive. 

With the game on the line on third-and-goal and 10 seconds remaining, the Dolphins decided the wildcat was their best option. Brown scored on a 2-yard keeper up the middle for the victory. 

"In critical situations, why wouldn't you want the ball in Ronnie Brown's or Ricky Williams' hands?” head coach Tony Sparano says. "I feel comfortable with those odds.” 

As Wine suggested, the wildcat makes the Dolphins difficult to defend but fun to watch. On their late 13-play TD drive to beat the Jets, the ball was snapped to four players, which might be an NFL record. 

That included rookie quarterback Pat White, who entered the game for three plays as a change of pace. 

According to Wine, the package with White isn't considered part of the Wildcat, but it's similar, with shotgun snaps and an emphasis on misdirection. The broad scope of the playbook eases the burden on second-year pro Henne, thrust into the starting lineup after Chad Pennington was sidelined by a season-ending shoulder injury. 

Henne's happy to let others take some snaps. 

"The wildcat is just a great tribute to our offense,” he says. "You see how many yards we get out there when we run it.” 

When Sparano unveiled it as a first-year NFL coach last season, the Dolphins had lost 20 of their previous 21 games. The package produced four touchdowns in six plays in its debut, an upset of the Patriots, and it became a permanent part of the game plan. 

Sparano likes the package because it creates space for the ball carrier, even between the tackles, where Brown often runs after taking the snap. Once he and Williams have momentum, they're hard to stop. 

"The reason it is good for us and may not be good for everyone else is the people,” Sparano says. "I don't know if everybody has those kinds of pieces. Our runners are running through arm tackles, and that's turning the 3-yard deals into 5-yard deals.” 

Adds guard Justin Smiley: "We have the best tandem. Nobody wants to tackle those guys one on one in the open field.” 

Defenses have responded with all sorts of schemes. They focus on the flanks. They stack the middle. They try even fronts and odd fronts. They replace a defensive back with a linebacker. They blitz. 

"We have seen everything,” Sparano says. "You don't ever know the looks you're going to get.” 

The Wildcat doesn't work every week, and it might not work this Sunday against the unbeaten New Orleans Saints. But as Wine pointed out, "no one has found a permanent solution for Miami's revival of the Pop Warner playbook." 

"We still have a few plays we haven't showed,” Brown says. "We have things still to come. ...” 

Other notes of interest. ... The Dolphins are ranked first in rushing with a 177-yard average, which would be the second-best rushing average in the past 25 NFL seasons behind Atlanta's average of 183.7 yards in 2006. ... 

According to the Sports Xchange, Brown has scored at least one touchdown in the past four games. He needs one more to tie the franchise high, held by Mercury Morris, Don Nottingham, Pete Johnson and Karim Abdul-Jabbar. 

Brown needs one rushing yard to tie Morris (3,876 yards) for third place in team history. ... 

Henne is 2-0 in his first two starts for the Dolphins. With one more he will be just the third quarterback in history to win their first three starts with the team tying Damon Huard in 1999 and Earl Morrall in 1972. 

Lex Hilliard, a sixth-round pick last year, is expected to assume some of the duties left vacant by the season-ending knee injury to Patrick Cobbs. 

Per the Xchange, Hilliard leads the team with seven special teams tackles, but despite leading the team in rushing in the preseason, has yet to carry the ball in a regular season game. 

And finally. ... Ted Ginn is expected to assume more responsibility in the kick-return game since Cobbs went down. Ginn is averaging just 21.8 yards on four returns this season. 
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QB: Chad Henne, Pat White, Tyler Thigpen 
RB: Ronnie Brown, Ricky Williams, Patrick Cobbs, Lex Hilliard 
FB: Lousaka Polite 
WR: Ted Ginn, Davone Bess, Greg Camarillo, Brian Hartline, Patrick Turner 
TE: Anthony Fasano, Joey Hanos, John Nalbone 
PK: Dan Carpenter 
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MINNESOTA VIKINGS
As the Minneapolis Star-Tribune reported Monday, the Vikings got a scare when Pro Bowl running back Adrian Peterson came up limping after he twisted his left ankle awkwardly on a spinning tackle by Baltimore linebacker Dannell Ellerbe in the fourth quarter Sunday. 

"I was in some pain," Peterson said. "It wasn't broken or anything. Right now, it's feeling real good." 

Peterson was able to return and finish off his 143-yard rushing performance in a 33-31 victory against the Ravens. 

Peterson eclipsed 100 yards rushing for the first time in five games and now has 18 100-yard performances in his career, second most in team history behind Robert Smith (29). 

Peterson had 22 carries but did most of his damage on two runs (26 and 58 yards). He also caught four passes for 23 yards. 

"It felt good," he said. "I was able to do my job and contribute in the run game and pass game, and it helped to our team win." 

Peterson became only the fourth 100-yard rusher against the Ravens in the past 58 games and the 20th total since 1999. He's also the second in a row, after Cincinnati's Cedric Benson ran for 120 yards against them last week. 

Meanwhile, as SI.com's Peter King noted Monday, Peterson entered the season with a gaudy career average of 5.16 yards per rush in his first two years. 

Just as defenses haven't changed the way they play him, Peterson's production hasn't changed one whit. After six games this year, he's averaging 5.16 yards per rush. ... 

For what it's worth, the Star Tribune reported that Peterson appeared to be walking fine as he made his way through the locker room on Monday. 

"He's just got overall body soreness," head coach Brad Childress said of his star tailback. 

Nor did Childress seem greatly concerned about the condition of Percy Harvin's left shoulder, one day after the rookie wide receiver re-injured. 

Harvin left the Metrodome on Sunday with his arm in a sling after being injured on a fourth-quarter kickoff return. The first-round pick originally hurt the shoulder in the second quarter on Oct. 11 at St. Louis. 

He had been listed as questionable entering Sunday's game. 

"No more so than last week at this time," Childress said when asked about his concern level regarding Harvin. "I just saw him as a matter of fact as I walked out the door there. He is sore; going through the treatment process. I asked him if they hit harder in this league than in the SEC. He said that the SEC hits harder." 

Harvin, of course, played for the national champion Florida Gators and Childress admitted Harvin's answer was "tongue in cheek. I was trying to shame him into the right answer." 

Harvin is certain to be limited or even held out of practice this week before likely being listed as questionable again. ... Those interested will obviously want to keep an eye on the Late-Breaking Updates section in coming days. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Tight end Visanthe Shiancoe was Brett Favre's target four times and caught four passes for 48 yards and two touchdowns. 

He entered Sunday evening tied for the NFL lead with five touchdowns catches. 

"My personal goal is to contribute to this offense as much as I can," Shiancoe said. "It sounds cliché but it's true. Hold down the middle and pull my weight. That's actually what I want to do." 

Shiancoe made a superb adjustment on his 19-yard touchdown catch on the Vikings opening drive. Favre looked off safety Ed Reed and threw to Shiancoe's back shoulder. Shiancoe twisted his body and made the catch in the end zone. 

"The safety came over to me," Shiancoe said. "He favored my side. I saw him go over, and I asked Brett what happened. He said he looked off the safety. Brett threw the ball outside away from the safety. I had to reverse pivot and go up and get it." 

As the Sports Xchange notes, Favre had another standout performance, completing 21-of-29 passes for 278 yards with three touchdowns and no interceptions. 

Favre's 136.9 passer rating was his best of the season and the best for a full game since he posted a 142.4 rating since Oct. 29, 2007 at Denver. 

Favre is now 6-0 for the first time in his career and has developed an excellent chemistry with wide receiver Sidney Rice. Rice had never had a 100-yard receiving game in his three-year career before Sunday, but caught six passes for 176 yards against the Ravens. ... 

Favre continued to spread the ball around; in addition to Shiancoe's two touchdown receptions, Bernard Berrian caught a 4-yarder. 

Favre established an NFL record for most career passing attempts in the month of October with 2,101 since 1991. Fran Tarkenton had 2,074 from 1961 to '78. 

And finally. ... Darius Reynaud has missed the past three games because of a hamstring injury and it's unclear if he will return to the game-day actives when he is healthy because Jaymar Johnson has taken over as the primary punt-return man. 
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QB: Brett Favre, Tarvaris Jackson, Sage Rosenfels 
RB: Adrian Peterson, Chester Taylor, Kahlil Bell 
FB: Naufahu Tahi 
WR: Bernard Berrian, Sidney Rice, Percy Harvin, Jaymar Johnson, Greg Lewis, Darius Reynaud 
TE: Visanthe Shiancoe, Jim Kleinsasser, Jeff Dugan 
PK: Ryan Longwell 
=========================

=========================
NEW ENGLAND PATRIOTS
As Associated Press sports writer Howard Ulman put it: "This was the history-making Tom Brady everyone remembers. ..." 

It was certainly the guy Fantasy owners who burned an early draft pick to secure his services this year have been waiting for. 

Brady threw six touchdown passes -- five in one quarter, an NFL mark -- and the Patriots sent the Titans plummeting to a new low in their winless season with a 59-0 win on a snowy Sunday. 

Brady threw those five passes in the second quarter and the Patriots built the biggest halftime lead in league history, 45-0. The six touchdown throws tied Brady's own Patriots record. And the 59-point margin matched the largest since the NFL-AFL merger in 1970, the Los Angeles Rams' 59-0 win over the Atlanta Falcons in 1976. 

"Every week we're learning something more about ourselves and what we can do,” Brady said. "There's no doubt a game like this can give you a lot of confidence.” 

The Patriots (4-2) gained a club-record 619 yards, with Brady completing 29 of 34 passes for 380 yards and matching the number of scoring passes he totaled in his first five games. In 2007, he set an NFL record with 50 touchdown passes and was the league's MVP. 

Sunday's performance was, by far, his best of an inconsistent comeback year after a knee injury ended his 2008 season in the opener. 

"Back to his old self,” said Wes Welker, who caught 10 passes for a career-high 150 yards and two touchdowns. 

Tennessee's defense, of course, had a hand in Brady's success. 

The Titans' defense played without injured starting cornerbacks Cortland Finnegan and Nick Harper. Rookies started in their spots. 

Indeed, Tennessee couldn't even stop New England when Brian Hoyer, a free agent rookie from Michigan State, took over for Brady on the second series of the third quarter with the score 52-0. He completed 9 of 11 passes for 52 yards in his pro debut and scored on a 1-yard run on his first series. 

"You never go into a game thinking it's going to be like this,” head coach Bill Belichick said. "It's just our day today.” 

Their longest play this season had covered 36 yards, but they led 10-0 after one quarter on a 45-yard run by Laurence Maroney and a 33-yard field goal by Stephen Gostkowski. 

Then came Brady's historic second quarter: touchdown passes to Randy Moss of 40 and 28 yards, to Kevin Faulk of 38 yards, and to Welker of 30 and 5 yards. 

Brady came back for the first series of the third quarter and threw a 9-yard scoring pass to Moss. Then Hoyer took over and scored on a 12-play, 61-yard drive that lasted 7:42. 

"I know the score got out of hand,” Belichick said, "but we were just trying to run our offense.” 

The Patriots missed the largest margin of victory since the NFL began in 1920. The Rochester Jeffersons won 66-0 over Fort Porter, a non-league opponent, in the second week that season. ... 

And now, after nine seasons in the NFL and three Super Bowl titles, Brady is about to embark on a new experience. 

"It's not too often that we fly east to play a game,” Brady said Tuesday in a conference call before Sunday's regular-season NFL game against the Tampa Bay Buccaneers in London. "And to play in Wembley Stadium, it's as historic a stadium (as there is) in the entire world. I think our team is all very excited for that.” 

The NFL is playing at Wembley for the third straight year, and both teams will arrive in the British capital on Friday -- only two days before the game. 

"It's a long flight but we'll be prepared for it,” said Brady. "We'll have our energy and we'll be ready to go by the time the ball kicks off. ...” 

While the Patriots seem to be getting another matchup against a toothless Buccaneers defense that rivals the one they enjoyed last week, I am a little concerned that the long plane ride two days prior to kickoff makes this one a little less predictable than you'd like. 

Does that mean I'd consider sitting Brady or any of his top targets? 

Child please. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Despite his huge totals, Brady finished with a passer rating of 152.8, more than five points lower than a perfect score (158.3). 

It's the second-highest rating of Brady's career -- he scored a perfect mark after completing 21 of 25 passes for 354 yards and six touchdowns against Miami on Oct. 21, 2007 -- but it begs the question: 

How in the world was he so far off that mark Sunday? 

As ESPN.com explained, the passer rating is made up of four parts, with a score on four "rules" for completions, yards per attempt, touchdowns and interceptions. 

Brady aced three of those marks, but graded low in yards per attempt, which drove down his overall mark. 

So while Brady helped the Patriots' offense set or tie a total of nine team records, passer rating was not one of them. ... 

Starting halfback Sammy Morris went down in the first quarter with a leg injury and did not return. The absence meant Maroney got his shot. 

He ran with it. Literally. ... Maroney rushed 16 times for 123 yards and a touchdown. 

"It was sad to see Sammy go down, but at the same time it was like, ‘Well, you been asking for your opportunity, so here you go,' " Maroney said. 

"It was one of those [situations where] I knew I had to step up and play big and put the team on my shoulders as far as the running game and that's what I tried to go out there and do." 

As Boston Globe staffer Monique Walker reminded readers, before Sunday's game, Maroney had struggled this season. His best performance was 32 yards on 10 carries against Buffalo in the opener. He was averaging 3.1 yards per carry through five games. 

Belichick said Maroney's success was no surprise. 

"I think Laurence has run hard," Belichick said. "He got a little crease and we all know once he gets out there he can run, and he did. He turned it on. He had a couple of nice runs and he runs hard. 

"We had a little bit of space and once he got some momentum he's a hard guy to bring down. We've all seen that before." 

Maybe so. ... But not often enough to suit Fantasy owners. ... 

As for Morris. ... Asked if he was confident the veteran will play again this season, Belichick replied: "Sure. If the player wasn't going to be back during the season, then we'd place him on injured reserve.” 

With Fred Taylor having missed the last two games following ankle surgery, the Patriots could be down to three running backs -- Maroney, Faulk and BenJarvus Green-Ellis -- against the Buccaneers. 

"We've gone into games with three running backs before,” Belichick said. 

Sounds like they'll have to do it again. Morris was not on the practice field Wednesday and the early outlook isn't optimistic. ... 

Joey Galloway's brief stint with the Patriots ended Tuesday when the 15-year veteran wide receiver was released. Galloway struggled with the offensive system and was inactive the last three games after catching just seven passes in the first three. New England also released third-string tight end Michael Matthews. 

"[Galloway's] had a great career and this is one of those things that just didn't work out,” Belichick said. "I don't think it's anybody's fault or anything that you just pinpoint.” 

Making the team's receiving corps of even greater interest, shortly after Galloway's release the Boston Herald reported that Julian Edelman has suffered a broken arm. 

Edelman had 21 catches for 188 yards, while also returning punts. His timetable to return is unclear -- and so is when he hurt it. Don't be surprised to see the team add another receiver soon -- most likely just before they leave for London. 

Possible candidates? Perhaps Brandon Tate from the reserve list or Terrence Nunn from the practice squad. 

Meanwhile, ESPN.com's Mike Reiss reported on Monday that the team signed receiver Sam Aiken to a two-year extension through 2011. 

Considered a top special teams player, Aiken is getting more chances as a receiver this year. Galloway's departure and Edelman's injury will certainly lead to even more opportunities. 
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QB: Tom Brady, Brian Hoyer 
RB: Laurence Maroney, Kevin Faulk, BenJarvus Green-Ellis, Sammy Morris, Fred Taylor 
FB: Sammy Morris 
WR: Randy Moss, Wes Welker, Sam Aiken, Julian Edelman 
TE: Chris Baker, Ben Watson 
PK: Stephen Gostkowski 
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NEW ORLEANS SAINTS
As Baton Rouge Advocate correspondent Les East put it, "The Saints' offense put together a fantasy football team owner's dream game during New Orleans' 48-27 victory against the New York Giants on Sunday at the Superdome. ..." 

Seven different players scored touchdowns and only two skill players that touched the football -- wide receiver Devery Henderson and running back Pierre Thomas -- failed to reach the end zone, though Thomas rushed for a game-high 72 yards on 15 carries. 

Among the touchdown-scorers, Marques Colston had eight catches for 166 yards, Lance Moore six for 78, Jeremy Shockey four for 37 and Robert Meachem two for 70. Mike Bell carried 15 times for 34 yards, Reggie Bush six for 17, and Heath Evans one for two. 

According to East, that's the most number of players on one team scoring touchdowns in the same game since the AFL-NFL merger in 1970, matching a feat done nine times previously during that span. 

"We're stacked at a lot of positions,” Bell said. "They really keyed in on the run because we had beaten teams with the running game the last two weeks, but we have an explosive passing game. We're hard to stop when we have the kind of balance we had today.” 

New Orleans ran the ball 39 times for 133 yards and threw it 30 times, completing 23, for 369 yards. 

According to SI.com's Peter King, Brees was "brilliant." 

Per King: "It's hard to hit receivers in stride better than Brees did." 

Indeed, Brees surpassed the Giants' league-leading average passing yards allowed for a game by throwing for 123 in the first quarter. At one point during the first half, he completed 15 consecutive passes. 

"We were definitely rolling today from the opening kickoff,” Colston said. "We went in with a great game plan and the offensive line held up great.” 

Head coach Sean Payton said one of the keys to the performance was the line's ability to protect Brees against one of the better pass rushes in the league, one that can consistently pressure a quarterback with its front four. 

The Giants didn't sack Brees, though they did sack backup Mark Brunell once after Brees had been taken out of the game. Brees left after ending a two-game touchdown-pass drought and throwing for more yards than he had in the last two games combined. 

"All of our skill players stepped up and played big,” Brees said. "Seven different guys scoring touchdowns is big. When you get into that type of rhythm you feel like anything you call will work. ...” 

Now we'll see if Brees and the Saints can carry Sunday's rhythm over to this week's game against the Dolphins. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Shockey had an emotional day going up against his former team. 

"It's something special an time you can get a win in this league," he said later. "It's special beating a team that was 5-0, but I'd be lying if I said it didn't feel a little bit better than some teams. 

"I had been in that system for six years and know a lot of players, coaches and trainers. It was a little awkward, but it was all about getting that win.” 

Brees went through the same emotions when he went against his old team, the San Diego Chargers, last season and prevailed 37-32. 

"You have to try extra hard just to keep everything subdued somewhat and make sure that you're focused on the one play at a time,” he said. "On every play he was given, he played extremely well. I'm extremely happy for him. ...” 

Worth noting: Brees reached a couple of personal milestones in carving up the Giants' defense. The four touchdown passes gave him 101 for his career with the Saints -- which spans just 53 regular-season games. 

Brees now ranks third in TD passes in franchise history behind only Aaron Brooks (120) and Archie Manning (115). 

In the first quarter, Brees became just the third player in Saints' history to throw for 15,000 yards. He finished the game with 15,310 yards and trails just Manning (21,734) and Brooks (19,156). 

One last note here. ... Shockey was limited in Wednesday's practice due to an unspecified shoulder injury; I'll have more on his status as the week progresses. 
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QB: Drew Brees, Mark Brunell 
RB: Pierre Thomas, Reggie Bush, Mike Bell, Lynell Hamilton 
FB: Heath Evans, Olaniyi Sobomehin 
WR: Marques Colston, Devery Henderson, Lance Moore, Robert Meachem, Reggie Roby 
TE: Jeremy Shockey, Dave Thomas, Darnell Dinkins 
PK: John Carney, Garrett Hartley 
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NEW YORK GIANTS
Eli Manning had just thrown a bad interception early in the third quarter that killed any chance of a Giants comeback in their embarrassing meltdown against the Saints Sunday. 

And then, as New York Daily News columnist Gary Myers noted, Manning had a career first. 

He lost his trademark cool and blew up at a teammate. 

Manning yelled at running back Ahmad Bradshaw right in the middle of the field, impossible to hide, as they walked toward the sideline after cornerback Jabari Greer picked off his poorly thrown pass to Hakeem Nicks. 

He put his arm around Bradshaw's shoulder, and then banged on his shoulder pads. As they were walking, Manning was on Bradshaw the whole time, at one point gesturing where he should have lined up. 

What happened? 

"Protection issue," head coach Tom Coughlin said after the pitiful 48-27 pitiful loss. 

Bradshaw was in the wrong spot and was not in position to pick up safety Roman Harper blitzing. As a result, Manning could not step into his throw and the ball floated to Greer. 

"We just had miscommunication," Bradshaw said. "He said something at the line. I didn't hear him." 

The Giants were trailing 34-17 and had moved to the Saints' 40. After the pick, Drew Brees, who was nearly perfect, drove the Saints right down the field for the touchdown that put the Giants out of their misery and ended their undefeated season. 

But as Myers suggests, the lasting image from this game is the sight of Manning yelling at Bradshaw. 

Remember, Manning knows what it's like to be thrown under the bus by teammates. How many times did Jeremy Shockey or Plaxico Burress wave their arms when Manning would sail one over their head or bounce one at their feet? 

Manning took the blame for the interception after the game, saying it was a poor decision, but his temper tantrum accentuated his frustration in his homecoming. 

"It's not the way I imagined it," he said. 

Manning's outburst showed how important it was for him to come home and win this game. It's not a bad thing at all he showed some fire, although he would have been better off taking Bradshaw to the side. 

What did he say to him? "Does it matter?" Manning said. ... 

For what it's worth, Manning had a TD pass to Brandon Jacobs negated by a holding call on center Shaun O'Hara, who said the penalty was a "terrible call." 

Backup QB David Carr threw a 37-yard TD pass to Nicks. 

Manning also had what would have been his fifth interception thrown to Saints free safety Darren Sharper, third returned for a TD, negated by a roughing-the-passer penalty. ... 

But Manning isn't panicking. 

"You learn a lot from one game, but you can't freak out,” he said on Monday. "You can't start getting nervous, start having doubts or worrying about one game because that's football. We played five excellent games and had a bad performance. 

"It's just about learning from it, moving on and trying to get better.” 

Manning will try to get better against an Arizona defense that's on a bit of a roll. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Bradshaw averaged 4.8 yards per carry and also made it into the end zone, but the fact that he had only 10 carries certainly minimized his effort. 

Bradshaw, who has also proven to be a solid pass-catcher, was only thrown to once in New Orleans. 

Jacobs was limited to just seven carries against the Saints after the Giants so quickly fell behind New Orleans. 

Jacobs, who has had a very frustrating season so far, was able to average 4.7 yards per carry on his 33 yards, but he wasn't the least bit of a factor in New York's blowout loss. ... 

Domenik Hixon was a bright spot for the Giants, averaging 32.9 yards on seven kickoff returns and 25.5 yards on two punt runbacks. 

And finally. ... Receiver Mario Manningham, who caught a 15-yard touchdown pass Sunday, injured his back and ribs. Jacobs left Sunday's game in the first half with a shoulder stinger but returned. 

The good news is Jacobs and Manningham both practiced Wednesday. In fact, the Newark Star-Ledger reports that Manningham was not limited, as Coughlin expected he would be. He practiced fully and said playing Sunday won't be any problem. 

Bradshaw, who Coughlin said was not wearing the boot on his injured ankle/foot during the team's jog-through, practiced in a limited capacity on Wednesday for the first time since he re-aggravated an old injury from college against Tampa Bay. 

He had been sitting out Wednesday and Thursday in the boot and returning to the practice field Friday. 

Manning (foot) was limited as expected. He will also play as usual this week. 

Running back Danny Ware (elbow) is still practicing and Coughlin is hoping he'll play Sunday. "I'm looking for the final physical piece to that," Coughlin said. "Hopefully, that will take place this week." 
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QB: Eli Manning, David Carr 
RB: Brandon Jacobs, Ahmad Bradshaw, Danny Ware, Gartrell Johnson 
FB: Madison Hedgecock 
WR: Steve Smith, Mario Manningham, Hakeem Nicks, Sinorice Moss, Domenik Hixon, Derek Hagan, Ramses Barden 
TE: Kevin Boss, Travis Beckum, Darcy Johnson 
PK: Lawrence Tynes 
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NEW YORK JETS
Wow. ... Talk about your harsh assessments. In an article published early Monday, New York Post beat writer Mark Cannizzaro wrote: "Frauds. This is what the big-talking, chest-thumping, swaggerlicious Jets have shown themselves to be since their audacious 3-0 start. 

"Since then, their performance -- in the last two weeks in particular -- has been abysmal on alternating sides of the ball. 

"Last Monday night in Miami, their defense leaked away the lead three times in the fourth quarter en route to a devastating loss. 

"[Sunday] at Giants Stadium, it was the Jets offense -- Mark Sanchez in particular -- that gifted-wrapped the Bills' 16-13 overtime victory at the Meadowlands. 

"Now that broad, confident smile the Jets were sporting after three weeks has been wiped away and replaced with a look of bewilderment. ..." 

Now the 3-3 Jets are a team mired in crisis as they sift through the slop of a three-game losing streak and wonder how they'll respond -- particularly their rookie quarterback who threw five interceptions that led to 13 of Buffalo's 16 points. 

"Just an embarrassing day," Sanchez said. "I've never played like this. Ever. Not even close. This is bad. To be perfectly honest, I don't know if I can play any worse." 

Sanchez (10 of 29, 119 yards, five interceptions, 8.3 rating) completed half as many passes (five) to the Bills as he did to his own receivers (10). 

Head coach Rex Ryan conceded afterward that he "thought about pulling" Sanchez in favor of Kellen Clemens, but added, "I still believe in him. He gives us the best chance to win and he will remain our quarterback." 

Underscoring the debilitating effect Sanchez's turnovers had on the game was the fact the Jets rushed for 318 rushing yards (second highest total in franchise history) and were led by a team-record 210-yard rushing performance by Thomas Jones, who scored their only touchdown -- on a 71-yard run that gave the Jets a 13-3 halftime lead. 

"We did a heck of a job on offense in the running game and our defense played lights out, and I just gave [the Bills] the win," Sanchez said. "Credit [the Bills] for catching all those passes, because it was just a poor game accuracy wise with some misreads. I really let this team down. There's no excuse for that. 

"I've got to figure it out, work harder, work smarter and play a heck of a lot better. It's the first time something like this has happened to me and hopefully it's the last." 

As bad as Sanchez was, though, he was hardly the only culprit. 

The Jets were penalized 14 times for 96 yards, many of the infractions damaging. There, too, were some dropped balls. 

Making matters worse, the team lost star defensive lineman Kris Jenkins for the season with a torn ACL. 

Through it all, however, Ryan is staying positive and refusing to lose his swagger. 

"I know I'll get criticized for it because maybe my expectations were too high,” Ryan said Monday. "I don't think that's true. My expectations are we're going to have a heck of a football team and I am not backing off on that one bit.” 

And Ryan is still committed to Sanchez. "We've got the right guy,” the coach insisted. 

Ryan's confidence comes despite numbers that suggest Sanchez isn't quite there yet. 

As Associated Press sports writer Dennis Waszak Jr. notes, Sanchez is tied with Carolina's Jake Delhomme for the league lead in interceptions with 10, and his 56.7 quarterback rating is higher than only Oakland's JaMarcus Russell and Cleveland's Derek Anderson. 

"I just think we've got to do a great job at looking at what we're asking this young man to do,” Ryan said. "Do we need to cut things back? Are there things that we could do to put on somebody else's plate to take some things off his plate? 

"I have a lot of confidence in Mark.” 

Ryan also said he wasn't concerned about Sanchez's confidence, despite shots of the quarterback sitting on the bench looking shell shocked at times during Sunday's game. 

"He's resilient,” Ryan said. "He's going to bounce back from this. I believe that.” 

We'll see. ... Going up against a Raider defense feeling confident after handling the Eagles' offense could make for another tough outing. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to New York Daily News staffer Rich Cimini, despite his record-setting effort, Jones was in no mood to take a bow after Sunday's 16-13 overtime loss to the Bills. 

"I don't really care if I'm back on track," he said. "That has nothing to do with how we feel right now. We lost. I could've had two yards. We lost the game." 

Nevertheless, it was an amazing performance. Jones broke runs of 61 and 71 yards, the latter for a touchdown that gave the Jets a 13-3 lead. They were the two longest runs of his career. 

The 71-yard run was the longest by a Jet since Adrian Murrell's 78-yarder against the Cardinals in 1996. ... 

The Jets came in with a group of wide receivers that began the game with only 15 catches as members of the Jets. Jerricho Cotchery (hamstring) and Brad Smith (quadriceps) were scratched because of injuries, leaving Braylon Edwards, David Clowney, Wallace Wright and former running back Danny Woodhead as the only wideouts on the active roster. 

Edwards was held to three catches, Clowney zero. ... 

For what it's worth, Ryan told reporters on Monday that Cotchery (hamstring) ‘‘feels better," but Smith is still kind of ‘‘iffy. ..." 

The good news? Both were on the practice field Wednesday, although how much work they got hasn't been released yet. 

Those interested will obviously want to keep an eye out for more on both wideouts when Late-Breaking Updates commence late Wednesday night. ... 

Tight end Dustin Keller had 10 passes thrown his way against Buffalo, but made only two catches against the Bills and had two drops. "It's definitely something that can be adjusted," Keller said of the seeming lack of chemistry currently between him and Sanchez. "We have to take it to the film room and find out what it is. ... 

And finally. ... Jay Feely made his first two FG attempts to break Pat Leahy's team record for most consecutive field goals (23). He was wide left, from 44 yards, on his third attempt. 
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QB: Mark Sanchez, Kellen Clemens, Erik Ainge, Kevin O'Connell 
RB: Thomas Jones, Leon Washington, Shonn Greene 
FB: Tony Richardson 
WR: Braylon Edwards, Jerricho Cotchery, Brad Smith, David Clowney, Wallace Wright, Danny Woodhead 
TE: Dustin Keller, Ben Hartsock 
PK: Jay Feely 
=========================

=========================
OAKLAND RAIDERS
As the Sports Xchange suggested, let that be a lesson to the skeptics out there who have written off the Raiders simply because they'd lost four of five games to start the season and 77 of 101 heading into Sunday's 13-9 win over the Eagles. 

"We went out there and threw a fight on somebody and said, 'Enough, let's play,'" embattled head coach Tom Cable said. "No magic words or anything like that." 

Following the previous week's 44-7 embarrassment at the Meadowlands against the Giants, New York linebacker Antonio Pierce sounded as if he felt sorry for the Raiders, saying they were so flat it was "like playing a scrimmage." 

The Raiders have been a national punch line for their continued losing ways, as well as Cable's alleged involvement in an assault against former assistant coach Randy Hanson. 

Their quarterback, JaMarcus Russell, has been criticized for being inaccurate as a passer, overweight and not overly concerned about it. 

But as SI.com's Peter King noted on Monday, "Russell removed the arrows from his back long enough to play good, but not great Sunday in Oakland. 

"No player in the league had been as bad in the first six weeks of the season as Russell, so his outing against the Eagles is worthy of mention, with congratulations." 

Russell completed 17 of 28 passes for 224 yards, with a TD and two interceptions. 

Al Davis told Jarrett Bell of USA Today that people should be patient with Russell. 

King wrote: "I'm not convinced Russell can be good enough long-term, but it's clear the Raiders are going to give him this year to show what he's got." 

If Russell continues to get the kind of help he did against the Eagles, who knows? 

The former first-round pick showed a nice touch on flat routes, screens and throws out of the backfield that had eluded him for much of the season. 

Fullback Gary Russell caught five passes for 50 yards, including a 12-yard route on third-and-10 that was followed by the Raiders kneeling on the ball to kill the clock. 

Cable said there had been clear indications his quarterback had been improving in previous games, but that the progress was obscured by the end result in one-sided defeats. 

"If you look at the last two weeks, he's actually thrown the ball much, much better than prior to that," Cable said. "So it was coming, it was actually coming. I know you don't want to believe that, but it's true." 

Meanwhile, Louis Murphy came up empty-handed for the first time in his career but in the process built up more credibility than he had while leading Raiders wide receivers in receptions. 

Murphy's two downfield blocks enabled Zach Miller to complete an 86-yard touchdown play on a pass from Russell for the lone touchdown. 

Murphy first took out safety Quintin Mikell at the Philadelphia 45-yard line, then sealed off Ellis Hobbs at the 5 to allow Miller to go in standing up. 

"Great effort. Great effort. Two big blocks. Zach kind of set up the last one as best he could," Cable said. "Just a great job by those two kids. That's playing for each other. That's what you're supposed to do." 

Said Murphy: "That's what I'm here to do. I want to help. I want to block downfield. I want to help the team win, by any means necessary. I didn't have a catch today. Doesn't matter. We won. That's all that matters. ... 

And wins are rare enough in Oakland that Murphy is right in this case. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Following a week in which the Raiders threw just eight of 28 passes to wide receivers, completing two of them for six yards, comes the long-anticipated return of wide receiver Chaz Schilens. 

"Chaz Schilens (foot) will be back and ready to go,” Cable said. "We'll talk later in the week about how we're going to put that group together in terms of who or who might not dress so I really have nothing for you today on that.” 

Raiders wide receivers have 19 receptions for 264 yards, with Murphy the leader with 12 catches and 264 yards. As Oakland Tribune staff writer Jerry McDonald notes, at present, there are 38 individual wide receivers with more than 19 receptions and 37 with more than 264 yards. 

Cable sidestepped the question about lack of production among the wideouts and turned it into a concern for the offense as a whole, but later noted he was very happy with the blocking of both Murphy and Darrius Heyward-Bey. 

Cable cited a Heyward-Bey block on a 14-yard run by Justin Fargas in which the rookie "flat-backed” a cornerback with perfect form. Heyward-Bey had two receptions for 36 yards. ... 

Running back Michael Bush said in the locker room he'd taken a blow to the back of the head, which kept him out of the game and gave the lion's share of the work to Fargas. 

Fargas responded with 87 yards on 24 carries, the most by a Raiders running back this season. 

Don't be surprised if that effort isn't enough to earn a greater role for Fargas, already a favorite of Cable's. 

"As you know, I have a fondness for him in that he plays the game the way I think you're supposed to,” the coach said. "He's just all out and really doesn't worry about his body or whatever that is and he just goes at the defense a thousand miles an hour and let the smoke clear and do it again. 

"I like that. I like that. I think our team needs that. I think it's good for our team. I think that really kind of underlines taking the fight to the opponent. So, proud of him and proud of what he brings to the table. ...” 

Darren McFadden, still recovering from knee surgery, has already been ruled for this week's game against the Jets and McDonald believes a best-case scenario for McFadden's return is after the team's Week 9 bye. ... 

Miller's 86-yard touchdown reception was his first since a 63-yard scoring pass from Russell in Week 4 last season. In between touchdowns, Miller caught 64 passes for 876 yards over 17 games without getting in the end zone. 

Miller had three touchdowns as a rookie and now has five in 121 career receptions. Miller is averaging 16.9 yards on 21 receptions. His 139 yards receiving against the Eagles were a career high and his first time over 100 yards receiving in a game. 

Miller is fourth in the NFL in receiving yards among tight ends and leads his position group in yards per catch. ... 

Seldom-used wide receiver Javon Walker played in a game for only the second time this season. He was inactive for the four others, despite being healthy enough to play. He did not catch any passes nor have any thrown his way. 

Johnnie Lee Higgins caught a pass for the first time this season. He led all Raiders wide receivers in receptions (22), yards (366) and touchdowns (4) last season. ... 

Sebastian Janikowski converted field goals from 29 and 46 yards. In doing so, he improved to 9-for-9 on the season. ... 

Of note, the Raiders activated Charlie Frye for the first time this season, giving them three quarterbacks, instead of the customary two. ... 

And finally. ... CBS analyst Charley Casserly said Sunday that Raiders defensive assistant Randy Hanson is scheduled to meet with Napa Valley authorities this week for the second time in regard to allegation that he was assaulted by Cable on Aug. 5. 

Casserly added that defensive backs coaches Willie Brown and Lionel Washington, as well as defensive coordinator John Marshall, have not corroborated Hanson's claim that he was attacked by Cable during a coaches meeting in Napa, as reported by Yahoo! Sports 10 days ago. 

"The coaches that were in the room for the incident have not backed up the story at all," Casserly said. "In fact, this week Hanson will meet again with the authorities in Napa Valley to discuss the situation. From the league's point of view, they haven't talked to Randy Hanson at all." 

Cable has said that "nothing happened" and that he will be vindicated once the legal process plays out. He said people will understand his side once the case being reviewed by the Napa County District Attorney's Office has been resolved. 

On Sunday, Cable said: "You live in America for a reason. The (legal) process will take care of itself with that other stuff. Enough said." 
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QB: JaMarcus Russell, Bruce Gradkowski, Charles Frye 
RB: Michael Bush, Justin Fargas, Darren McFadden 
FB: Gary Russell, Luke Lawton 
WR: Darrius Heyward-Bey, Louis Murphy, Chaz Schilens, Johnnie Lee Higgins, Javon Walker, Todd Watkins, Nick Miller 
TE: Zach Miller, Tony Stewart, Brandon Myers 
PK: Sebastian Janikowski 
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PHILADELPHIA EAGLES
In the opening moments of the second half, Brian Westbrook ripped off runs of 25 and 9 yards against the previously hapless Raiders defense. 

After sputtering through the first half, it seemed like the Eagles had finally found something that was working. They had found a way to not only move the football but a way to neutralize the Raiders' pass rush, which was dismantling the Eagles' offensive line. 

As Burlington County Times beat writer Reuben Frank noted, Westbrook's 25-yard run was his longest in 11 games, and after finishing last year hobbled and starting out this year hobbled, he finally looked like his old self on those two big runs. 

At that moment -- with the Eagles trailing by four early in the second half and the game within reach -- Westbrook had four runs for 39 yards, nearly 10 yards a pop. 

The Eagles ran 27 more plays the rest of the game. 

Westbrook ran the ball twice. 

Westbrook finished 6-for-50 rushing in the Eagles' 13-9 loss to the Raiders Sunday in Oakland. But on a day when Donovan McNabb completed less than half his passes and was sacked six times for 53 yards and pressured numerous other times, the 2007 NFL total offense leader was nearly forgotten by head coach Andy Reid. 

Again. 

"I thought we could run a little bit more," Reid said Monday. "We had 14 runs. We could have had a few more than that. We did what we thought would help us win the game, but looking back at it, we probably could have run a little bit more." 

Frank reminded readers that was the same script as last year's Cincinnati game, when Westbrook got just 14 carries on 19 possessions against the NFL's lowest-ranked rush defense on a cold, windy day that made passing virtually impossible. 

Westbrook was diplomatic after the game, as he usually is. But as Frank suggested, when you've been a first-team all-pro and been to two Pro Bowls, six carries is not enough. 

"In hindsight, of course you would love to run the ball a whole lot more," Westbrook said in the post-game press conference. "You would love to control the clock a whole lot more. We've had a whole lot of success throwing the ball in these first four games. We had some success running the ball. If we had run it more, hopefully we would have had some more success." 

The final tally Sunday was 13 designed running plays and 53 pass plays. The Eagles averaged 4.2 yards per pass play and 4.7 per running play (without Michael Vick's four-yard loss that figure goes up to 5.4). 

Even though Westbrook said he's healthy a month after spraining his ankle, Reid feels he still needs to monitor Westbrook's workload. 

"We're trying to ease him back in here, and he felt pretty good (Monday) morning and he had a little gimp going in at halftime," Reid said. "He kind of shut that off and was able to get himself back out the second half and do some things. But again there's a fine line we're trying to find where we're not taking steps back that next week and still allowing him to play." 

Rookie LeSean McCoy -- who is promising but has not been as productive as Westbrook -- continues to share the workload. 

"That's just the way coach is doing it now," Westbrook said. "Me and LeSean really just switch series, so every other series LeSean is in there." 

McCoy ran five times for 13 yards Sunday. He's averaging 3.9 yards per carry, about a yard less than Westbrook's 4.8. 

Westbrook ranks 14th in the NFL with his 4.8 average, actually slightly higher than his career average. 

"Just go out there and play any chance I get when I have the opportunity," Westbrook said. "I felt pretty good (Sunday). When I had the opportunity, I felt pretty good. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... DeSean Jackson, after managing just one catch for 1 yard against Tampa Bay, finished with six catches for 94 yards, including a diving 51-yard reception that set up the Eagles' first field goal. 

Wide receiver Kevin Curtis missed his third straight game with a lingering left-knee injury and has apparently lost his starting job to rookie Jeremy Maclin, who was held to one catch in Oakland. ... 

The Eagles shipped wide receiver Brandon Gibson and a 2010 fifth-round pick to St. Louis on Tuesday in exchange for linebacker Will Witherspoon. 

Gibson, a sixth-round pick in April, intrigued the coaching staff with his solid play during training camp, but he had yet to make the active roster this season. ... 

David Akers missed field goals of 43 and 47 yards in the loss to the Raiders. Asked about the misses, Reid said: "The first one he pushed to the left and then he came back and he overcompensated and pushed one to the right. They were both with the wind, so they were makeable kicks. 

"It's probably no different than a golfer. You just have to work through it. David is a good kicker. Consistency is a big thing in this league. He has a strong enough leg and you've just got to keep cranking. 

"Nobody beats himself up more than David does. ..." 

Starting left tackle Jason Peters had an MRI on his knee, which he injured in Oakland. There was no sign of ligament damage, and the Eagles are hopeful he'll be able to play this week against Washington. 

Fellow offensive lineman Todd Herremans, who has missed the Eagles' first five games after having surgery to repair a stress fracture in his left foot, may return to the lineup Monday night against Washington, though that's not definite. 

There is a risk of re-injury with foot stress fractures, and the Eagles want to make sure he won't hurt it again. 

The Eagles' players are off until Thursday because the game is not until Monday. 
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QB: Donovan McNabb, Kevin Kolb, Michael Vick 
RB: Brian Westbrook, LeSean McCoy, Eldra Buckley 
FB: Leonard Weaver 
WR: DeSean Jackson, Jeremy Maclin, Kevin Curtis, Jason Avant, Reggie Brown 
TE: Brent Celek, Alex Smith 
PK: David Akers 
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PITTSBURGH STEELERS
As Associated Press sports writer Alan Robinson pointed out, Ben Roethlisberger is big on winning -- he is 55-22 as a starter, the best record for any NFL quarterback not named Tom Brady. 

But statistics? 

In the past, those were for the guys who didn't win Super Bowls; Roethlisberger has won two titles. 

Now, as coordinator Bruce Arians keeps opening up the Steelers' long-conservative offense, it's Roethlisberger -- not Brady or Drew Brees or Brett Favre -- who leads the NFL in passing. 

Robinson reminded readers that Roethlisberger didn't finish in the top 10 in yards passing during either of the two seasons the Steelers won the Super Bowl with him, 2005 or 2008, and he's never finished higher than eighth. 

After throwing for 417 yards Sunday while beating Cleveland 27-14 for the most by any Pittsburgh quarterback during a victory, Roethlisberger leads the NFL with 1,887 yards passing, 77 more than Houston's Matt Schaub. 

Roethlisberger also is No. 2 in completion percentage (72.5), No. 2 in yards per game (314.5) and No. 4 in passer rating (104.5). 

"We're putting the ball in his hands,” said wide receiver Hines Ward -- though, in reality it's the other way around. "When you talk about the elite, he's right up there. He's definitely displaying the talents and abilities to be a great quarterback in this league.” 

According to Robinson, there's been no major alteration in Roethlisberger's game that's led to his greatly increased statistics. Rather, it has been more of an ongoing progression, with former coordinator Ken Whisenhunt and now Arians increasingly handing over more of the offense to him. 

Roethlisberger, for example, constantly pushed to run the no-huddle offense. 

Now, he's being allowed to do that consistently, with obvious success. Roethlisberger, who began this season with seven 300-yard games in five seasons, is averaging 314.5 yards. 

"When I get to the no-huddle, it's just, `Let's get in the shotgun and start slinging it around,'” Roethlisberger said. "I think if you ask the receivers, they like it. Two guys had over 100 yards (against Cleveland). Heath [Miller] had a lot of yards. The backs are getting the ball. 

"Everybody is getting touches, so I think they like it as well.” 

The Steelers are even bringing the tight end into the passing game, something they always talk about but never seem to do. Miller, mostly a blocker and part-time receiver, is second among tight ends with 34 catches and four touchdowns in three games. 

Only the Colts (326 yards) are averaging more yards per game passing than Pittsburgh (296.7). At his current pace, Roethlisberger would become not only the first Steelers QB to throw for 4,000 yards in a season -- Terry Bradshaw passed for 3,724 in 1979 -- but for 5,000. 

In the past, defenses slowed Roethlisberger by constantly blitzing him, and he was sacked an NFL-high 192 times from 2004-08. Only Marc Bulger (191) of St. Louis was within 20 sacks of him. 

The Steelers' pass protection has been much improved this season, with Roethlisberger going down 16 times, or nine fewer than league leader Aaron Rodgers of Green Bay. 

While the Steelers' running game isn't what it was when Jerome Bettis and, later, Willie Parker were piling up 1,000-yard seasons, Rashard Mendenhall has rushed for 304 yards in the last three games. 

And Ward, in his 12th season, leads the league in yards receiving for the first time. 

"I just think we have to do what we can do,” Roethlisberger said. "We're doing what we have to win the game.” 

This Sunday, Roethlisberger gets his first career matchup against Favre. "[He's] a guy that I've looked up to, so I look forward to that,” Roethlisberger said. "It's going to be a good challenge. 

"We're going to have to bring our `A' game on offense. ...” 

For what it's worth, Arians said there was one thing he was not OK with after the Steelers piled up 543 yards of total offense. 

"The points didn't match the performance," Arians said. "When we put it all together, I think we can be pretty daggone good. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... According to the Pittsburgh Tribune-Review, head coach Mike Tomlin acknowledged on Monday that there has been a changing of the guard at running back -- at least for now. 

Tomlin said Mendenhall has passed Parker on the depth chart. 

Mendenhall has started the Steelers' last three games and rushed for 304 yards and four touchdowns. Parker returned last Sunday after missing two games because of turf toe. He rushed for 26 yards on seven carries in the Steelers' 27-14 win against the Browns. 

"It's great to have Willie back," Tomlin said, "but Rashard has the hot hand if you will."- 

While Mendenhall averaged only 3.6 yards per carry, Arians lauded the second-year running back for the help he provided as a blocker when Cleveland blitzed Roethlisberger. ... 

Parker, playing for the first time since late September, added 26 yards on seven carries. Both Mendenhall and Parker lost a fumble in the game. 

But those turnovers, Tomlin said, weren't the reason why Mewelde Moore was in the game on the Steelers' final possession. 

"He's earned the right to play," Tomlin said of Moore. "We feel very comfortable with what he's capable of doing. ..." 

As the Sports Xchange notes, Santonio Holmes ranks only third on the team with 28 catches, but he's on pace to top his personal high of 55 receptions from last season and with 438 yards a real threat to get his first 1,000-yard season. ... 

Mike Wallace leads the Steelers with an average of 16.4 yards per catch (18 for 296 yards). He also ran once for 21 yards against the Browns as he continues to become more of a threat as the No. 3 wideout. ... 

The NFL is investigating the latest arrest of kicker Jeff Reed. "We are looking into it" is all a league spokesman said after Reed was cited by Pittsburgh police Sunday night for disorderly conduct and public intoxication around 9 p.m. outside a bar near Heinz Field. 

The league fined Reed $10,000 after he pled guilty to disorderly conduct earlier this year for an incident at a convenience store in New Alexandria, Pa. 

Addressing the issue for the first time at his weekly news conference, coach Mike Tomlin said the Steelers are gathering information on the incident that happened outside of McFadden's this past Sunday night and resulted in Reed getting charged with resisting arrest and simple arrest. 

The Steelers deactivated Holmes for one game last season after he got arrested for misdemeanor possession of marijuana. 

Tomlin said the Steelers will not take that course of action with Reed because his arrest happened at the beginning of the week. Holmes got arrested two days before the Steelers' game against the New York Giants last October. 

"His deactivation was not punitive," Tomlin said of Holmes. "It was done to minimize distractions." 
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QB: Ben Roethlisberger, Charlie Batch, Dennis Dixon 
RB: Rashard Mendenhall, Willie Parker, Mewelde Moore 
FB: Sean McHugh, Carey Davis 
WR: Hines Ward, Santonio Holmes, Mike Wallace, Limas Sweed, Shaun McDonald 
TE: Heath Miller, Matt Spaeth, David Johnson 
PK: Jeff Reed 
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ST. LOUIS RAMS
As the Sports Xchange noted this week, it wasn't the beginning of his coaching career that Steve Spagnuolo expected. It certainly isn't what his players expected. But that doesn't change the results. 

After an excruciating 23-20 loss to Jacksonville in overtime Sunday, the Rams are winless in six games this season and have lost 16 consecutive games since defeating Dallas on Oct. 19, 2008. 

After Sunday's loss, Spagnuolo said, "I'm impressed and feel good with how hard we fought, but that doesn't give us anything. (There are) no moral victories. There was a lot of good there, but I know I say that every week. I do think we are getting closer. A couple of plays here or there and that outcome could have been different, which is always going to be the case in a 23-20 game. 

"We will move on because that is what we have to. It's a tough pill to swallow, but we will do it and move on." 

And there were positives -- certainly in relative terms. 

The Rams scored on the opening drive of the game, their first points in the first quarter this season. 

They retained a lead into the fourth quarter, an achievement considering they had led for just 12:29 in the first five games of the season. They showed resilience in coming from behind more than once. 

But losing the coin toss in overtime was the death knell. Jacksonville moved 62 yards in 13 plays and Josh Scobee ended the game with a 36-yard field goal. 

Said running back Steven Jackson, "It don't matter how you lose a game. It really doesn't make you feel any better. At least (not) for me. At the end of the day, we're 0-6. I can't say, 'We almost had that one, we're 0-5 1/2.' A loss is a loss." 

Still, despite being 0-6, Spagnuolo's message is being heard, and players believe it's only a matter of time before a turnaround comes. 

"You can taste it," guard Richie Incognito said. "The wins are going to come. We've gone from just kind of meandering in the streets (last year) to getting to the doorstep in the preseason. And now we've walked up to the doorstep and we're knocking on the door." 

Meanwhile, on Monday, Spagnuolo once again defended his decision to kick a field goal with 7 seconds to play instead of taking a shot at the end zone. He also defended his decision not to use the Rams' one remaining second-half timeout. 

For Spagnuolo, the operative numbers for such situations are 8 and 22. Spagnuolo seems to have numbers and breakdowns for just about every football situation. And in this case the operative numbers are: 

  Do not attempt to run a play from scrimmage if there are fewer than 8 seconds remaining in a game, when a field goal can tie the game. 

  Do not attempt to try a field goal with no timeouts left unless you have at least 22 seconds to get that unit on the field and set up for the kick. 

After quarterback Marc Bulger rolled to his right under pressure and threw the ball away on a second-and-goal play from the 9-yard line Sunday, only seven ticks remained on the clock at Jacksonville Municipal Stadium. 

"We have used as a rule, and we practice it all the time. ... That eight seconds is the spot," Spagnuolo said. 

In other words, the cutoff point in terms of having enough time to run a play without having the clock run out. After Bulger's throwaway stopped the clock Sunday, Spagnuolo said, "I looked up and saw it was seven (seconds left), and for a moment (thought): 'Should we try to squeeze it out?' " 

Instead, he sent out Brown to kick a 27-yard field goal, sending the game into overtime tied 20-20. 

So where did he come up with 8 seconds as the line of demarcation? 

"Our research," Spagnuolo said. "Other teams I've been with. (From) coaches I've got a lot of respect for. There's a lot of things that could happen in seven seconds -- to be left there with no opportunity to get into overtime. We had some confidence, if we had to go to overtime, that we were going to be OK." 

But again, Jacksonville winning the coin toss was the determining factor. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... According to St. Louis Post-Dispatch staffer Bill Coats, the Rams had every reason to fear the worst when wide receiver Donnie Avery fell hard on his left hip and limped to the sideline early in the second quarter Sunday. 

"It's the same hip I played on last year with a crack in it," Avery said. "I'm just hoping for something positive." 

The fracture, suffered early in training camp, kept Avery out for most of the preseason. It never fully healed during the regular season, although Avery amassed 53 catches, 674 yards and three touchdowns as a rookie. 

Good news arrived Monday: An MRI exam showed no crack this time. Spagnuolo said Avery would be day-to-day this week, as the winless Rams prepare for unbeaten Indianapolis on Sunday at the Edward Jones Dome. 

"They're calling it a bruise. I'm sure he's sore," Spagnuolo said. "I know one thing: He was already talking about getting back out there (Sunday) in the locker room. He was talking about, 'I'll be out there practicing, Coach, I'll be out there.' That's him. He wants to come back." 

Avery, the first wideout selected in the 2008 draft, got off to a rocky start this year. He fumbled the season-opening kickoff at Seattle, then lost the ball inside the Washington 10-yard line the next week in a 9-7 loss. 

But he'd been rounding back into form. Avery posted season highs with five receptions for 87 yards, including a 27-yard touchdown, last week against Minnesota. He'd already scored on a 17-yard toss from Bulger on Sunday before he was hurt. 

Later in the second quarter, Tim Carter had to be helped off. That left the Rams with just two wideouts, Keenan Burton and Danny Amendola. 

Carter missed only one play, however. Had he stayed out, Spagnuolo said tight end Daniel Fells would've manned a wide receiver spot. 

Asked whether dressing only four wideouts was risky, Spagnuolo said, "I don't think we'd do it any differently. The numbers at one position are tied into all of the others. 

"As soon as you add one somewhere, you've got to take away from somewhere else" on the 45-man game-day roster. 

But the Rams rendered that decision moot on Tuesday, when they traded for Eagles receiver Brandon Gibson. They expect Gibson to move right into the rotation -- something general manager Billy Devaney essentially told 101ESPN Radio in St. Louis. 

The Rams would not have sent linebacker Will Witherspoon to the Eagles for a receiver they thought might need three or four weeks to become acclimated, Devaney said. 

That raises the short-term expectations for Gibson, a rookie who has yet to catch a regular-season pass. 

Devaney pointed to Gibson as a tough player with good hands, good size, slightly above-average speed, good route running and blocking skills. The Rams can use more of those things, for sure. ... 

According to the Post-Dispatch, reports about possible trades involving tight end Randy McMichael and left tackle Alex Barron were unfounded. Nothing came remotely close to materializing with either player. 

Speculation about a possible move involving Jackson was even more off-base. 

But as rumor persisted the Rams front office decided to speak to Jackson on Saturday after the team arrived in Jacksonville. They wanted to assure him that they never considered moving him and that he was a big part of their plans for the season and for the future. ... 

For the record, Jackson was the team's leading receiver against the Jaguars with six catches for 78 yards, including a 38-yard catch and run on the first play of the game-tying drive late in the fourth quarter. 

According to the Xchange, Jackson ran hard, but there was rarely room. With a long run of 15 yards, his other 15 attempts totaled just 35 yards. In the second half, he had just four carries for 15 yards, including the 156-yarder. 
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QB: Marc Bulger, Kyle Boller, Keith Null 
RB: Steven Jackson, Kenneth Darby, Samkon Gado 
FB: Mike Karney 
WR: Donnie Avery, Keenan Burton, Danny Amendola, Tim Carter, Nate Jones, Brandon Gibson 
TE: Randy McMichael, Daniel Fells, Billy Bajema 
PK: Josh Brown 
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SAN DIEGO CHARGERS
As Associated Press sports writer Bernie Wilson noted Tuesday, the only two things keeping the San Diego Chargers out of last place in the AFC West are the Oakland Raiders and Kansas City Chiefs. 

After getting pummeled by the undefeated Broncos, the Chargers are in trouble. 

San Diego's 34-23 loss to Denver on Monday night left the Chargers 3 1/2 games back in their attempt to win a fourth straight AFC West title. 

"That's a different Denver team in the sense of they aren't going to fall apart,” Philip Rivers said. "That's a team that's here to stay.” 

That's not good news for the Chargers (2-3). Last year, the Chargers coupled a four-game winning streak with Denver's historic, three-game losing streak to sneak off with the division title at 8-8. 

The loss left the Chargers just one-half game ahead of Oakland (2-4) and 1 1/2 games ahead of Kansas City (1-5), which will host San Diego on Sunday. The Chargers have always struggled playing in Kansas City, and last year needed a fourth-quarter rally to overcome an 11-point deficit and win 22-21. 

It was San Diego's second one-point win over the Chiefs last year. 

The Chargers thought their bye week would fix the problems that dragged them down in a 38-28 loss at Pittsburgh, in which they trailed 28-0 and allowed 497 yards. 

The loss to the Broncos showed that the Chargers still have plenty to work on. 

"I know it doesn't look good right now but we can still bounce back,” Rivers said. 

Some people are wondering if Rivers, who was sacked five times by the Broncos, is going to make it through the season unscathed. 

"Philip does a good job in the pocket in finding the soft areas. We've got to do some things where we can get the ball out quicker to help him, based on what people are doing to us,” head coach Norv Turner said. "There were some blocks we didn't make that we're very capable of making and we've just got to do them, and we'll keep Philip upright.” 

Although LaDainian Tomlinson ran for 70 yards, he wasn't on the field when Darren Sproles was stuffed on third-and-goal from the 2. Turner shook his head and had a chagrined look on his face as the Chargers had to settle for Nate Kaeding's 20-yard field goal. 

Tomlinson walked down the sideline toward the bench and flipped his helmet. When he and Turner spoke a few minutes later, L.T. didn't appear to be looking at the coach. 

"The coach had a play he wanted to call that involved Darren and that's all I know from there,” Tomlinson said. 

"He wants to be in there and he wants that play,” Turner said. The coach said he originally called a pass and wanted Sproles in the game because he attracts attention from defenses. 

But former Chargers fullback Lorenzo Neal, during a Tuesday spot on XX 1090 in San Diego, complained about the decision to yank Tomlinson from the field in the shadow of the end zone. 

"Yeah, L.T.'s lost a step," Neal said, "but losing a step for L.T. is still as good as anybody in the league." 

Neal suggested that the move might have caused the team to "lose" L.T., and Neal placed the blame directly on Turner. 

According to Profootballtalk.com's Mike Florio, Neal also pointed at Turner as the reason for the team's slow starts and general struggles over the past three years. 

Regarding whether Turner is a good head coach, Neal offered a less-than-glowing endorsement, praising Turner's offensive abilities but saying that the "jury's still out" on whether Turner is a good head coach. 

As Florio summed up, "Some would say the verdict already has been returned -- and that the Chargers are the ones caught serving the sentence. ..." 

Other notes of interest. ... As San Diego Union-Tribune staffer Kevin Acee noted, when Rivers dropped back to throw a deep ball in the second quarter to a receiver much smaller than Vincent Jackson, Malcom Floyd and Antonio Gates, you could almost hear the crowd asking, "Who's that?” 

The intended target of the incompletion was Chris Chambers, whose nice catch in the third quarter was only his seventh reception this season (he got another reception in the fourth), hardly what you'd expect of the wideout whose midseason arrival two years ago was a major turning point for the Chargers. 

A 50-yard field goal by Kaeding made him the NFL's all-time leader in kicking accuracy. The kick came at 8:02 in the third quarter and extended San Diego's lead to 23-17. 

The kick gave him a career percentage of 86.6, surpassing former Indianapolis Colts and Dallas Cowboys kicker Mike Vanderjagt (86.5 percent). 

But it didn't last long. With 1:08 left in the game, Kaeding missed a 55-yard kick wide to the left, dropping his percentage down to 86.0 percent. 
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QB: Philip Rivers, Billy Volek, Charlie Whitehurst 
RB: LaDainian Tomlinson, Darren Sproles, Michael Bennett 
FB: Jacob Hester, Mike Tolbert 
WR: Vincent Jackson, Chris Chambers, Malcom Floyd, Legedu Naanee, Kassim Osgood, Craig Davis 
TE: Antonio Gates, Brandon Manumaleuna, Kris Wilson 
PK: Nate Kaeding 
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SAN FRANCISCO 49ERS
According to the Associated Press, Frank Gore was among a small group of San Francisco 49ers to stick around during the entire bye week. 

He was looking forward to working hard with rookie receiver and top draft pick Michael Crabtree, who finally signed Oct. 7 and is set to make his NFL debut next Sunday at Houston. 

"Me and Crabtree are going to get it done,” Gore said. 

Head coach Mike Singletary planned to spend the off week evaluating talent, perhaps making some changes to his starting rotation and finding the best 53 players. 

Getting Gore back will be a big part of that process. 

The 49ers' star running back has missed the last two games because of a right ankle he injured on his only carry during a 27-24 loss at Minnesota on Sept. 27. 

Gore returned to practice this week and is expected to play for San Francisco against the Texans. 

Singletary has called out his offensive line several times already, saying the unit needs to do a better job blocking and protecting quarterback Shaun Hill. The 49ers want to be a power-running offense. 

"I feel that they'll be fine,” Gore said of the O-line. "We just need to clean up the small things and just play together. I like that (Singletary) is challenging these guys. We just need to get the MEs -- the mental errors -- out of the way.” 

There were many of them in a 45-10 home loss to Atlanta before the bye. It was the Niners' worst loss ever at Candlestick Park and largest at home in 42 years since the team played at Kezar Stadium. 

Singletary said it's up to him and the coaches to do a better job preparing the team. 

"It's a situation in where you kind of sit back and go ‘Wow, I didn't really know that could happen again,”' Singletary said. "And the thing I will say is this, this team will be a special team, this year will be a special year. ...” 

As for the possible lineup changes mentioned above. ... It appears there is a "strong possibility" Crabtree will be in the starting lineup Sunday, Singletary confirmed on Monday. 

Josh Morgan started the first five games for the 49ers at split end. But Morgan told Santa Rosa Press Democrat staffer Matt Maiocco that he was informed Crabtree and Isaac Bruce will be the 49ers' starting receivers on Sunday. 

This after Morgan remained at the 49ers' practice facility over the bye week to personally help Crabtree learn the position -- and, in essence, take his job. 

"I'm helping him learn my position and take my position," said Morgan, who ranks second on the 49ers in receiving. Morgan has 13 catches for 202 yards and one touchdown. "It is what it is. If he can help us win, I'm all right with that. 

"They gave him my spot. So if he's going to be in there, I might as well help him out so I can make sure he gets it right." 

Morgan has also started getting some work on kickoff returns. Morgan said he would welcome that opportunity to return kickoffs and punts, in addition to his expected new role as the 49ers' No. 3 receiver. 

Singletary made no mention of the possibility Crabtree would be in the starting lineup when he spoke to the media earlier in the day. 

But after Morgan made his comments, Singletary was seen in the locker room. When asked about Crabtree, he stopped just short of guaranteeing Crabtree has been promoted to a starting role. 

Singletary said he and 49ers offensive coordinator Jimmy Raye have talked about Crabtree's immediate promotion to the starting lineup. Crabtree caught passes from backup quarterback Alex Smith on Thursday. He also spent time during the bye week learning as much of the offense as he could with Morgan and Gore. 

According to Maiocco, Singletary said it is a strong possibility Crabtree will start, but he is a little hesitant about the message it would send to have Crabtree immediately surpass five receivers on the roster after missing 71 days in a contract stalemate. 

Singletary said he is also sensitive to how the move would affect Morgan's development. ... 

But according to Sacramento Bee reporter Matthew Barrows, Crabtree's quick rise won't be an issue. 

Per Barrows: "First, Singletary is in full control of his team. Second, the move was willingly facilitated by the guy Crabtree will replace, Morgan. Third, the move has the blessing of Gore, who has taken Crabtree under his wing and who worked out with him throughout the bye week." 

Barrow conceded that some will be less-than-pleased. Brandon Jones, whose deep-threat skills haven't been of much use given the team's preference for throwing the shorter and intermediate routes, would be among them. ... 

In a related note, the Sports Xchange advised readers the best thing about San Francisco's passing game is that it has not surrendered many turnovers. 

In five games, Hill has thrown just two interceptions and lost one fumble on a sack. Hill has been sacked 16 times, and the 49ers are averaging just 6.2 yards per pass attempt. 

The wideouts have not produced much, but Vernon Davis has emerged as the team's top option in the pass game. It remains to be seen if Crabtree can change that. I have my doubts. 
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QB: Shaun Hill, Alex Smith, Nate Davis 
RB: Glen Coffee, Michael Robinson, Frank Gore 
FB: Moran Norris 
WR: Michael Crabtree, Isaac Bruce, Josh Morgan, Arnaz Battle, Brandon Jones, Jason Hill, Micheal Spurlock 
TE: Vernon Davis, Delanie Walker 
PK: Joe Nedney 
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SEATTLE SEAHAWKS
As HeraldNet.com staffer Rich Myhre noted, just one week after a near-flawless offensive display, the Seahawks were historic in their haplessness. 

In Sunday's 27-3 loss to the Arizona Cardinals at Qwest Field, the Seahawks managed a mere 14 rushing yards. It was the lowest single-game rushing total in the team's 34-year history. 

Seattle had just 128 yards of total offense, and 42 of those yards came on one play -- a fake-punt pass completion from punter Jon Ryan to tight end John Carlson. The 128 yards matched the seventh-lowest total in franchise history. 

The Seahawks finished with seven first downs, tying for the sixth fewest in team history. And Seattle failed to get a rushing first down, the fourth time that has ever happened. 

All this offensive futility came one week after the Seahawks routed Jacksonville 41-0 with 379 yards of offense. On that day, Seattle looked like a probable contender in the NFC West. 

On Sunday, Myhre advised readers the Seahawks simply looked feeble, particularly on offense. 

"Some weeks we play well, some weeks we don't,” said Matt Hasselbeck. "You don't know which team is going to show up.” 

Many of Seattle's other offensive numbers were equally bad. The Seahawks were 0-for-11 on third-down plays. 

"We stunk on third down,” Hasselbeck said. 

The Seahawks were dominated in time of possession, 42:50-17:10. After one quarter, Seattle had the ball for 43 seconds and trailed 14-0. 

"It's not my job to make it a blame game,” Hasselbeck said. "I've got plenty that I could've corrected from today. ... Just for me, looking at myself and what I can do better, there's a whole bunch.” 

Several of Seattle's offensive players seemed dazed after Sunday's game. 

Head coach Jim Mora, who remains resolute despite his team's 2-4 record, said there are "reasons” and not "excuses” for the team's offensive travails. 

For one, he said, the Seahawks have suffered a series of injuries, particularly on the offensive line. The team's starting lineup on Sunday was the fourth different combination of offensive linemen in six games this season. 

Also, Mora said, the Seahawks are still adjusting to the schemes of first-year offensive coordinator Greg Knapp. 

"We're just inconsistent,” Mora said. "And there are reasons that we're inconsistent. We're inconsistent because we're not able to field a consistent lineup week after week and we're installing a new scheme. Those things are having an effect. They're absolutely having an effect.” 

Seattle's offense barely got on the field in the first quarter because the Cardinals opened with a time-consuming drive for a touchdown, then recovered a pooch kick at the Seahawks 23-yard line, leading to another touchdown. 

"It's hard to come back when you're down so early in the game,” said receiver Nate Burleson. "Once you're down that much early, you're kind of predictable offensively. You've got to get down the field and put points on the board, and (the defensive players) know what to expect. ... I realized the position we were in early and it wasn't a good one.” 

"We really just didn't get our rhythm and we made it really, really hard for ourselves, which was frustrating,” Hasselbeck said. "(Being down) 17-0 in the second quarter really made us one-dimensional and really made it tough on our guys up front.” 

"Today was very disappointing for us, and hopefully we can fix that problem,” said Seahawks fullback Justin Griffith. "It's very frustrating when you're not putting up the numbers you want to put up.” 

The good news, Griffith added, is that Seattle now has a bye week on its schedule. 

"We've got to get healthy,” he said. "We've got a bye week, and now we have to take some time to reflect and figure out what kind of football team we want to be.” 

Let's hope they put the time to good use. 
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The Seahawks are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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TAMPA BAY BUCCANEERS
As Tampa Tribune staffer Anwar S. Richardson noted Tuesday, head coach Raheem Morris has at least six reasons to be disappointed. 

Morris assembled a team he professed would not have to rebuild in 2009. 

He was excited about the acquisitions of running back Derrick Ward, tight end Kellen Winslow, quarterback Byron Leftwich, kicker Mike Nugent and linebacker Angelo Crowell. 

Morris believed the re-signings of receiver Antonio Bryant, receiver Michael Clayton and tight end Jerramy Stevens would ignite his offense. He also hoped Tampa Bay's six new starters on defense would usher in a new era of winning. 

After Tampa Bay's 0-6 start, owning the NFL's 28th ranked defense and 27th ranked offense, Morris admitted he was disappointed but insisted he's not discouraged about his team. 

"That's the beauty of coaching. That never becomes exhausting. That's the best part about it," Morris said during his Monday afternoon press conference. "To go out there and see a couple of things you plan go the right way is beautiful. To come up on the short end of the stick this last couple of weeks has not been. 

"Like I said, anytime you come out and you have an opening drive that scores seven. After that, you score on defense, and after that you run back a kickoff, and after that you win the turnover battle. So many good things happened." 

Morris pointed to the performance by running back Carnell "Cadillac" Williams (77 yards and a touchdown on 16 carries) and the unselfishness of running back Earnest Graham, who played fullback for an injured B.J. Askew during a 28-21 loss against Carolina. 

He also said the ability of cornerbacks Ronde Barber and Aqib Talib holding Panthers receiver Steve Smith to one catch for four yards was another reason to remain optimistic. 

Tampa Bay is currently one of three winless teams in the NFL, but Morris said he is still looking for players to step up. 

"I was talking to [Carolina] Coach [John] Fox [Sunday] in the middle of the field and he said this is an 8-8 league," Morris said. "It's an 8-8 league and at the end of the day, some people have to push you over the top. We just need our people to do that, and we can, and we will. We'll figure it out." 

Morris also dispelled any notion that rookie quarterback Josh Freeman, the Bucs' first-round draft pick, would play against New England on Sunday. 

"It's definitely challenging to get two young guys going, two young guys motivated to play, but Josh [Johnson] knows if he plays well, he can be the quarterback," Morris said. "Freeman has to wait his turn. [Johnson] just has to go out there and play. [Johnson] is the quarterback. We got a short week going. 

"It's New England. Josh can't worry about that. [Johnson] has to focus on playing well while he's in there. ..." 

As if things weren't bad enough for the winless Bucs, they forfeited a home game to play the Patriots this week in London. That assignment just got tougher. 

The Patriots waxed the winless Tennessee Titans 59-0. 

"The obvious thing there is, you're happy to take your game international and make it a bigger game than it already is," Morris said. "You're happy about and excited about that opportunity. But at the same time, you're going to play a team that scored 59 points yesterday, which I didn't realize until I woke up today. 

"Bill Belichick is not going to take it easy on us. He just played a (winless) team [Sunday] and he won 59-0. Now he's going to play another one and I'm sure Bill Belichick is licking his chops, and he should be." 

No doubt. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... Askew will miss the remainder of the season because of injuries suffered in a car accident. 

The Buccaneers placed the seventh-year pro on the non-football injury list Tuesday. Askew started two of five games he played in this season, carrying the ball once for no gain. 

Graham becomes the starting fullback. ... 

The NFL has suspended Carolina defensive back Dante Wesley one game without pay for his illegal hit on Bucs' punt returner Clifton Smith. Wesley launched his forearm into Smith's throat as he waited to field a punt late in the first half of Sunday's 28-21 loss to the Panthers. 

Smith said he lost consciousness for a minute and suffered a concussion as a result of the play. He left the field under his own power but suffered a concussion and had trouble speaking above a whisper or swallowing following the game. ... 

And finally. ... New kicker Shane Andrus missed his first and only FG attempt Sunday against Carolina after punter Dirk Johnson fielded a low snap from center Andrew Economos. 
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QB: Josh Johnson, Josh Freeman, Byron Leftwich 
RB: Carnell Williams, Derrick Ward, Clifton Smith 
FB: Earnest Graham 
WR: Michael Clayton, Antonio Bryant, Maurice Stovall, Sammie Stroughter, Brian Clark 
TE: Kellen Winslow, Jerramy Stevens, John Gilmore 
PK: Shane Andrus 
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TENNESSEE TITANS
Titans owner Bud Adams, who wants to see improvement from his surprisingly miserable football team, has put head coach Jeff Fisher on notice. 

Yet as the Titans head into their bye week, Nashville Tennessean staffer Jim Wyatt reports that Fisher said his first priority is getting his players on track toward their first victory. 

Job security, he said, is a distant second. 

"I am looking forward to this week and I can't wait to get started tomorrow and working through this week to try and help and improve this football team," Fisher said on Monday. "I am not in any kind of survival mode or fearful of my job or concerned about job security whatsoever." 

On Sunday the Patriots steamrolled the Titans, 59-0, the worst loss in franchise history. On Sunday night, Titans owner Bud Adams told the Tennessean he wouldn't make a coaching change during the season, but offered no promises about Fisher's future if things don't improve. 

"I'll have to make my decision after the season is up," Adams said. "Right now we're not doing too well, and that worries me." 

Dating to last season, the Titans (0-6) have lost eight games in a row. The Jaguars, Colts and Patriots outscored them by a combined 127-26 the past three weeks. 

"I am a coach and do the best I can with this football team," Fisher said. "I have a good coaching staff. I have tremendous confidence in my coaching staff and tremendous confidence in the players that we're going to get this turned around." 

Fisher, in his 15th season as head coach, is under contract through 2011. His overall record is 128-108, but he is 5-6 in the playoffs -- 0-3 since his last postseason victory in the 2003 season. 

Practices will be closed to the media this week and there is potential for lineup changes, Fisher said. Although questions about his job are swirling, he said it comes with the territory. 

"There's all kinds of distractions on the National Football League," Fisher said. "It is how you deal with them." 

Although Adams said he doesn't believe in making changes in season, he's done so before. Fisher got the job in 1994 when Jack Pardee was fired after a 1-9 start. In 1993, Pardee guided the Oilers to a 12-4 finish. 

Adams fired Jerry Glanville after three straight winning seasons. He fired Bum Phillips after three straight playoff appearances. 

While Fisher wouldn't say he's considering benching quarterback Kerry Collins to go with Vince Young (something Adams suggested), ESPN analyst Marcellus Wiley said it's an idea whose time has come. 

"Guys could lose faith if you don't see your coach go down with a fight like you are," Wiley said. "The first thing is you can't keep the status quo -- you have to shake it up. Something has to give. If that is putting Vince Young in as the starting quarterback, then so be it. 

"You just don't go down without a struggle. That is just a players' mentality." 

Regardless of whether it's Collins or Young under center, LenDale White thinks that the Titans will return after the bye week with a new attitude. 

"We've all just got to come together and believe," White said during an appearance on Sporting News Radio Tuesday. "I believe in all my teammates that we're going to get the job done. And I know that they are going to get it done. The bye week couldn't have come at a better time for us to regroup, refocus, and get everything under control. 

"I think once we get back from the bye week and get our heads back on top of our shoulders we can come back and get a win." 

The Titans return to action Nov. 1 against the Jaguars at LP Field. ... 

Also of interest. ... White did not return after spraining his left knee in the first half. White struggled with only 15 yards rushing and had one of the Titans' five turnovers, a fumble that New England converted into a touchdown. 

Fellow halfback Chris Johnson provided a lone bright spot for Tennessee with 128 yards on 17 carries. The Titans had only 186 yards total offense as a team. 

Running back Javon Ringer got his first carries of the regular season in Sunday's blowout, and the fifth-round pick responded well with 47 yards on seven carries, including a 32-yard run. 

According to Wyatt, as ugly as Collins' passing numbers are ugly, plenty of blame belongs to the guys he's throwing to. The Titans dropped at least six passes against the Patriots. Receiver Justin Gage and Johnson are multiple offenders, and even normally dependable tight end Bo Scaife has had issues. 

Meanwhile, rookie tight end Jared Cook has fallen far short of pre-season expectations. 

As Wyatt reminded readers, Cook was impressive during training camp and looked the part in preseason games. But an ankle injury derailed his progress at the start of the regular season and now coaches are hesitant to play him. When he's on the field he looks tentative and unsure of himself. He has only five catches for 38 yards. ... 

And finally. ... A few hours after Fisher donned an Indianapolis Colts jersey at a fundraising event, the coach apologized for it during his weekly radio show on Tuesday night. 

Fisher appeared during the event along with former Colts coach Tony Dungy, among others. 

As Fisher introduced Dungy, he removed his jacket and dress shirt to reveal a blue Peyton Manning jersey underneath. Fisher stepped back up to the microphone and said, "I just wanted to feel like a winner,” drawing laughter and applause from the crowd of about 2,500. 

Later, during his weekly radio show on 103.3-FM, Fisher apologized after a caller questioned him about wearing the jersey. 

"It was for a very, very worthwhile cause, charity,” Fisher said. "I was introducing Tony, just having fun with it and I really apologize if I offended anybody, but if you're offended over the nature of that type of thing, then I think you need to rethink things. 

"This is a very worthwhile and needy benefit and I was honored to be there. ... I'm sorry if I offended anybody but if I had to do it again, I would do it again.” 
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The Titans are idle this week due to the NFL bye. 
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WASHINGTON REDSKINS
As the Associated Press reported, head coach Jim Zorn announced Monday that the front office "strongly suggested” that he yield his play-calling duties to a consultant hired only two weeks ago. 

While he didn't say he was given an ultimatum, Zorn said he would comply with the request "because I want to stay here and win.” 

"Sometimes we have to do things that are uncomfortable,” Zorn said. 

Zorn received the news in a meeting with front office chief Vinny Cerrato at the stadium following Sunday's 14-6 loss to the previously winless Kansas City Chiefs. The Redskins (2-4) are averaging 13.2 points and have failed to score a touchdown in two of their home games. 

"The reason I can comply with this is simply because of the lack of scoring,” Zorn said. "I want to win, too. If this has to be done this week, if this is going to be the key, I'm certainly willing to give it a try. 

"Because we're 2-4 and to not score in the last few weeks, the way we have not scored, is very frustrating.” 

As a result, Sherm Lewis, who was enjoying retirement in Michigan, calling Bingo games at a senior center and delivering Meals on Wheels, will be calling the plays. 

Lewis previously spent 22 years as an NFL assistant before retiring after the 2004 season. The Redskins lured him back into football as a consultant for the struggling offense. 

"This is not an easy thing. ... I feel for Sherm because he's been here for two weeks,” Zorn said. "We're going to give him as much help as we possibly can to get a spark out of our offense. ... My comfort level is somewhere between one and 10. It's not at 10, but it's something that I'm going to have to grow into.” 

Several players were taken aback by the notion of trusting such a vital role to someone not yet thoroughly familiar with the roster. 

"I don't think it's an ideal situation,” quarterback Todd Collins said. "Generally you have some play callers work with a quarterback for years and years. This is going to be a quick change for us, but it seems like drastic measures are called for when we haven't been playing so well on offense.” 

Receiver Antwaan Randle El called the move to Lewis "a little weird.” 

"Some guys weren't even kind of sure who he was,” Randle El said. "But that's just because they didn't get around and try to talk to him. But again it just kind of goes back to shaking things up.” 

Zorn noted that the move has the potential to hurt team chemistry. 

"The seriousness of the decision to do this is that we lose cohesiveness in our team,” Zorn said. "Now where's the cohesiveness in six points a game? See what I mean? So I'm hoping this is a positive.” 

Lewis will sit in the upstairs coaching box to the call the plays, starting with next Monday night's game against the Philadelphia Eagles. Zorn will relay Lewis' calls to the quarterback. Zorn said he'll retain control over big decisions -- such as whether to go on fourth down -- but that he won't veto Lewis' play calls. 

"I wouldn't do that to Sherm,” Zorn said. 

Zorn is the third consecutive Redskins head coach to relinquish play calling because of a stagnant offense, although he's the first to have it essentially stripped by the front office. Steve Spurrier handed the reins to Hue Jackson for a couple of games in 2003, and Joe Gibbs brought in Al Saunders to run the offense after the 2005 season. 

For Zorn, the move is a particularly harsh blow because he feels he had a knack for calling plays. The chance to take that role for the first time in the NFL was one reason he relished coming to the Redskins in the first place. 

"I'm sure he's not happy with it,” Collins said. "He came here and he wanted to call the plays, and now it's taken away from him.” 

Zorn said he had to do a "soul search” Sunday night before saying yes to Cerrato. Changing the play caller certainly wasn't at the top of his to-do list for the week. 

"I have confidence in my play calls,” Zorn said. 

Zorn at least still got to decide who is playing quarterback. 

Zorn said Tuesday on his ESPN980 Radio show that he will stick with Jason Campbell for Monday night's game against the Philadelphia Eagles. 

Campbell was benched at halftime of Sunday's loss. Collins played the second half, but neither quarterback was able to mount a touchdown drive against a defense that entered the game ranked last in the NFL. 

Zorn said Campbell missed some open receivers against the Chiefs, but added: "I didn't give up on the young man.” 

Campbell went 9 for 16 for 89 yards and an interception. Collins, making his first appearance since the 2007 season, finished 6 for 14 for 75 yards. 

On the season, Campbell has thrown for six touchdowns, six interceptions and has completed 65.6 percent of his passes. His 84.3 quarterback rating ranks 19th in the NFL. 

The Redskins also made several roster moves, signing tackle Levi Jones, running back Quinton Ganther and defensive end Renaldo Wynn. They released punter Glenn Pakulak, and running backs Anthony Alridge and Marcus Mason. ... 

Other notes of interest. ... After producing just 21 yards on 10 carries in the first half before limping to the locker room just before halftime, Clinton Portis got back in the game on the second series of the second half and, sprung by blocks from center Casey Rabach and fullback Mike Sellers, ripped off a career-best 78-yard run. 

Portis was tackled at the Kansas City 10 and Washington soon settled for a field goal. He managed just 31 yards on his other 14 runs. 

Portis wound up with 109 yards on 15 carries for his first 100-yard day since Week 12 of 2008. 

After his team-record 26th 100-yard day, Portis has 6,550 yards as a Redskin, 922 behind Hall of Famer John Riggins' franchise mark. Portis is also 351 yards shy of 10,000 for his 8-year career. ... 

Devin Thomas started his second career game against Kansas City. 

While the move could have been because of lingering pain in Kelly's thumb, more likely the team was just looking for something different on offense. 

Before the team's Week 5 game at Carolina, Zorn noted that he was impressed with Thomas' progress and said that he intended to give Thomas more playing time. 

"[Devin's] been coming on at practice, giving greater effort, paying attention to those things that will earn him the right to be on the field," Zorn said then. 
[image: image62]
DEPTH CHART AS OF WEDNESDAY AT 14:00 PT  [image: image63]
QB: Jason Campbell, Todd Collins 
RB: Clinton Portis, Ladell Betts, Rock Cartwright, Quinton Ganther 
FB: Mike Sellers 
WR: Santana Moss, Devin Thomas, Antwaan Randle El, Malcolm Kelly, Marko Mitchell 
TE: Chris Cooley, Fred Davis, Todd Yoder 
PK: Shaun Suisham 
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